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CHAPTER ONE 
INTRODUCTION 
The children who grow up in the 1990s are much more likely to live with a single 
parent than the children who grew up 25 years ago. The number of single-parent families in 
the United States more than doubled from the early 1970s to the mid 1990s. In 1970, 11.9 
percent of American families with children under 18 years of age were headed by single 
parents (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1994a). This figure mcreased to over 26 percent by 
1993 (U. S. Bureau of the Census, 1994a), and if recent demographic trends continue, it is 
estimated that up to 60 percent of all children will spend at least some time living in a 
single-parent household before reaching the age of 18 (Bianchi, 1990; Norton & Click, 
1986). Some researchers have also suggested that while living with a single parent used to 
be a transition phase between first and second two-parent families, the majority of children 
today will live b a single-parent family situation for the remainder of their childhood 
(Bumpass & Sweet, 1989). In response to these demographic trends, there has been 
increasing concern over how changes in family structure may afiect a child throughout his 
or her lifetime. 
The Single-Parent Family Research Tradition 
Over the years, empirical research on single-parent families has been dominated by a 
concern for the problematic or negative consequences of growing up in the absence of a 
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biological parent. During the 1950s and 1960s, the prevailing view was that divorce was 
mdicative of pathology on the part of the married couple, and any children that resulted 
from these unions were likely to be patholo^cal as well (Gongla & Thompson, 1987; 
Raschke, 1987). The underlying assumption of the resulting research was that the intact, 
two-parent family was the ^'normal" &mily form and any departure from it was deviant and 
harmfiil to those involved. Although researchers were able to demonstrate that children 
who had spent time in single-parent family situations manifested high levels of delinquent 
beha\dor (e.g., Doqiat, Jackson, & Ripley, 1965), most of these studies were based on 
selective samples of children who were ah-eady at risk for problem behaviors, such as those 
in treatment facilities or those wiio were part of the juvenile correction i^stem. 
Research attention during the 1970s shifted toward a focus on the strengths of 
single-parent families. The literature at this time emphasized how single-parent families 
successfully coped with their relatively disadvantaged position. In a review of the research 
on children in fatherless families, Herzog and Sudia (1973) concluded that while father 
absence had some negative efiects on children, the overall consequences were not as 
dramatic or permanent as some researchers had suggested. They identified the pervasive 
methodological flaws of early research on family structure and indicated that many 
behavioral differences between children from single-parent families and children from two-
parent families could actually be explained by socioeconomic factors. 
Although there is a striking difference between single and two-parent families in 
terms of economic well-being (Eggebeen & Lichter, 1991; Holden & Smock, 1991; 
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McLanaban & Booth, 1989), a growing body of research points to several negative 
consequences of fatoily disruption that cannot be explained by socioeconomic factors alone. 
Since the early 1980s, several studies based on large, nationally representative samples have 
radicated that children who grow up in single-parent families are disadvantaged, not only 
immediately following a disruption, but in adulthood as well (Downey, 1994; Flewelling & 
Bauman, 1990; McLanahan & Bumpass, 1988; Miller & Bingham, 1989). The general 
conclusion ftom more recent studies is that income can account for some, but not all, of the 
negative effects associated with growmg up in a smgle-parent family. Consequently, 
researchers have examined how other explanations such as differential socialization 
(McLanahan, 1985; McLanahan & Bunq)ass, 1988), interparental conflict (Demo & Acock, 
1988; Furstenberg & Teitler, 1994), and stressful life changes (Wallerstein & Kelly, 1980), 
or some combination of these (Amato, 1993), may be linked with economic hardship to 
account for the effects of single-parent family structure on child outcomes. 
In addition to the substantial progress that has been made in research on single-
parent families, there are several problems which have been prevalent in the literature. The 
first is that the overwhehning majority of research in this area has grouped all single-parent 
families together, with little or no regard for distinguishing between specific types of 
parental absence (Amato & Keith, 1991; Blechman, 1982;Shinn, 1978; Seltzer, 1994). 
According to Gongla and Thompson (1987), typical studies have divided children into only 
two groups (one-parent and two-parent), and then attributed the differences that existed 
between the children to the presence or absence of the parents. The result is a body of 
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literature which was largely based on the assumption that all single-parent fainilies are the 
same. This suggests that parental absence by itself provides a suflScient explanation for the 
diiferences found among chOdren who grow up in various family structures. The problem is 
that separation, divorce, death, or the birth of a child to an unmarried mother are diverse 
experiences which are likely to affect children, parents, and family interactions in distuict 
ways. By grouping all single-parent families together, researchers have failed to examine or 
attempt to explara the differential eflfects of family disruptions. As Sprey (1967) noted 
almost 30 years ago, "The traditional research design m which one parent families—often of 
dififerent nature—are compared with intact ones is methodologically irrelevant and will easily 
lead to misleading generalizations" (p. 31). 
Another problem with the research on single-parent families is that most studies 
have focused on the short-term effects of family strucmre, with little consideration of how 
children are affected over time. Directmg the majority of their attention to the first two 
years following a divorce, researchers have demonstrated that children of all ages face 
physical and emotional problems in the immediate aftermath of parental separation 
(Hetherington, 1979; Wallerstein & Kelly, 1980). These studies have typically found that 
by two years after a divorce, most children have made significant adjustments and some 
even seem to have made a fiill recovery. Much less attention, however, has been given to 
how these children fare over longer periods of time. There is some evidence that behavior 
problems can persist for as long as six years after a divorce or may reappear during 
adolescence (Hetherington, Cox, & Cox, 1985; Wallerstein & Blakeslee, 1989), but few 
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studies Iiave examined whether the eflFects of childhood family structure persist into 
adulthood. In response, Chase-Lansdale and Hetherington (1990) have suggested that tliere 
is a significant gap in the literature due to an "extraordmary lack of studies" on the long-
term efifects of family disruption. 
This study addresses the limitations of previous research on single-parent families by 
using data fi'om the first wave of the National Survey of Families and Households to 
examine the long-term consequences of parental divorce and parental death as two specific 
types of childhood family disruptions. There are three basic questions which are considered 
in the present study. The first issue concerns whether being raised by a divorced parent is 
associated with more negative adult outcomes than bemg raised by both biological parents. 
The second issue examined is whether bemg raised by a widowed parent is related to poorer 
outcomes in adulthood than being raised in an intact family. Tlie final issue is whether being 
raised by a widowed parent is associated with more positive or more negative adult 
outcomes than being raised by a divorced parent. These comparisons are made within the 
context of a conceptual fi-amework which is based on the life course perspective and 
incorporates aspects of both attribution theory and social learning theory to explain the 
differential effects of growing up within specific family structures. 
Examining these issues fi-om this theoretical perspective should contribute to the 
existing literature in a number of ways. First, it should provide a more thorougli analysis of 
single-parent families than most prior studies have attempted or achieved. Rather than 
startmg with the assumption that single-parent families are a homogenous group because 
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they share a similar structure, adults who experienced specific types of disruptions during 
childhood are treated as separate groups. This allows for the likely possibility tliat different 
experiences result in distinct outcomes. The present study also differs from previous 
research because it acknowledges that some of the effects of childhood family disruption 
may persist or even be delayed untD later in adulthood. This is important because as Chase-
Lansdale and Hetherington (1990) have observed, the literature "is not extensive enough to 
justify conclusions regarding long-term effects" of family structure, "nor to identify and 
explain the broad variety that is evident in development over the lifetime" (p. 141). 
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CHAPTER TWO 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
Demographic Profile of Sinple-Parent Families 
Several demographers have noted that one of the most dramatic changes in 
American society over the past three decades has been the significant growth in the number 
of single-parent families (Bumpass, 1990; Norton & Click, 1986). Data fi-om the U.S. 
Bureau of the Census (1994a) have shown that the number offamiUes with at least one 
child imder the age of 18 headed by a single parent mcreased fi'om 1 out of 10 families in 
1970 to one out of four in 1993. This substantial growth in smgle-parent families has 
occurred in spite of the fact that the number of all families with children imder the age of 18 
increased by only 16 percent and the number of two-parent famiUes actually declined by 
three percent during this same time period (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1994b). 
Over the last few decades, the vast majority of children in single-parent families have 
lived witli their mother. In 1970, ahnost 9 out of every 10 single-parent families (89.7 %) 
were maintamed by a female. This proportion dropped only slightly by 1993, when 85.7 
percent of all single-parent famihes were headed by a mother. The corresponding numbers 
for male-headed fanulies indicate that there has been a slight increase in the proportion of 
children in single-parent famihes that live with their father. In 1993, 14.3 percent of 
children under the age of 18 in a one-parent situation Uved in a male-headed household, 
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which represented an increase of four percentage points from 1970 (U.S. Bm-eau of the 
Census, 1994b). There are some notable differences in the composition of single-parent 
families when age and gender of the child are taken into account. Norton and Glick (1986) 
found that as the age of a child mcreased, there was a greater likelihood that the single-
parent family was maintained by a father. These researchers also found that compared to 
gu-ls, boys were much more likely to live with their smgle fathers. 
Another important way that single parent families differ by gender is in terms of 
then- economic status. In 1991, single-parent families headed by women constituted the 
largest proportion of all family types with children under the age of 18 who lived in poverty, 
as 60.5 percent of African American and 39.6 percent of White mother-child families had 
incomes which fell below the ofBcial United States poverty line. The corresponding 
proportion of father-child famiUes was significantly smaller, as 31.7 percent of African 
American and 16.5 percent of White single-parent fatties maintained by fathers had 
mcomes below the poverty line (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1993). One inq)Iication of 
these findings is that a substantial number of mother-only families must at some time depend 
on public assistance for a major proportion of their mcome (Wojtkiewicz, McLanahan, & 
Garfinkel, 1990; Garfinkel & McLanahan, 1986). Because single-parent families headed by 
fathers typically maintam a higher standard of living, welfare dependence is much more 
common among mother-child famihes. This is usually attributed to the fact that men have 
higher levels of educational attainment, a greater likelihood of being in the labor force, and 
a higher average income than women (Bianchi, 1990; Holden & Smock, 1991; McLanahan 
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& Booth, 1989). 
When considering the factors that have nifluenced the dramatic growth of smgle-
parent families over the past three decades, demographers generally identify the rising 
divorce rate as one of the major determinants (Bmnpass, 1990; Norton & Click, 1986; 
Wojtkiewicz et al., 1990). With the exception of slight fluctuations during times of 
economic depression, recession, and growth, and times when the nation was involved in 
war, there has been a steady increase in the American divorce rate for well over 120 years. 
During the 1860s only seven percent of all marriages ended in divorce, but by the late 1980s 
almost two-thirds of first marriages were expected to end this way (Bumpass, 1990; Martin 
& Bumpass, 1989). Hiere was a substantial rise in the divorce rate during the 1960s and 
1970s, and as Raschke (1987) has noted, a record high was reached in the late 1970s and 
early 1980s with a crude rate of 5.3 divorces per 1,000 people m the total American 
population. More recent data indicate that the divorce rate has currently stabilized and 
several demographers have suggested that the number of divorces m the United States has 
most likely reached its peak (Martin & Bumpass, 1989; Norton & Moorman, 1987). 
Whether or not the prevalence of divorce continues to mcrease, it is clear that the diversity 
it has created in regard to family structure has become an important part of modem family 
life. 
A du-ect consequence of this particular demographic pattern is that divorce has 
replaced widowhood as the major cause of single-parent family structure in American 
society. Uhlenberg (1980) used data fi"om the U.S. Public Health Service to examine how 
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the probability of losing a parent to death during childhood has changed over the past 
century. He foimd that 24 percent of children bom in 1900 lost at least one parent before 
reaching the age of 15. Of these children, 1 out of every 62 experienced the deatli of both 
parents before reaching young adulthood. Dramatic declines in mortality over the last 100 
years, however, have significantly reduced the probability that a child bom today will lose a 
parent through death. Uhlenberg (1980) found that by 1976, only five percent of all 
children experienced parental death and only about 1 out of 1,800 children lost both parents 
by age 15. These changes b mortality have had a direct efiect on how most single-parent 
families are formed. Gordon and McLanahan (1991) examined the Public Use Sample fi^om 
the 1900 U.S. Census and found that the overwhelming majority of children at the turn of 
the century lived in single-parent homes as the result of parental death. At this same time, 
only two percent of all children who lived with either a single mother or a single father were 
children of divorced parents. By 1993, 38.4 percent of all single-parent families were 
created by divorce, compared to only 4.6 percent which were the result of a parental death 
(U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1994b). The other major determinants of single-parent family 
stmcture m 1993 were births to unmarried couples (36.3 %) and married couples with 
children who were not living together (20.7 %). 
Divorce and Adults 
The shift fi-om widowhood to divorce as the most common pathway to single-parent 
family stmcture has had a profound influence, not only on American family life, but also on 
the researchers who study it. Recent literature has almost exclusK'ely focused on the 
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determinants and consequences of divorce, with much less consideration of parental death 
as a cause of smgle-parent family status. As a result, there is a growing body of empirical 
evidence which has documented the demographic and life course outcomes of divorce 
(White, 1990). 
Adults who divorce are foimd to experience several different types of consequences. 
Often the most immediate and severe mvolve a change in the financial position of the 
individual. In a review of the economic in:q)act of marital dissolution, Holden and Smock 
(1991) indicated that there is remarkable consensus in the literature that divorce has a 
"negative and prolonged" effect on the financial well-being of women. This is not the case 
for most men, however, who often experience an inqjroved standard of living after divorce. 
Holden and Smock (1991) concluded that the economic hardship experienced by many 
women who divorce is the result of multiple factors, including division of labor during 
marriage which assigns women primary responsibility for housework and child care, low 
wages paid to many women both during and after marriage, and a lack of adequate 
economic transfers to women following marital dissolution. 
Other researchers agree that contemporary divorce laws have had the unanticipated 
consequence of making post-divorce adjustment particularly difQcult for women. Weitzman 
(1985) has observed that the no-fault divorce laws, which were first passed in the 1970s, 
tried to eliminate the adversarial natiu'e of divorce by removing the requirement of fault as a 
basis for marital dissolution. These laws granted a divorce upon the claim that 
"irreconcilable differences" had caused the immediate break down of the marriage. This 
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modification eliminated fault as a basis for financial award and created a system where 
alimony and property settlements were based on the equal treatment of men and women. 
Weitzman (1985) argued that equal treatment under the law has had negative consequences 
for women because it ignores the fact that men and women do not share the same economic 
opportunities. For example, while women have a lower earning potential both before and 
after marriage, they are still much more likely than men to be awarded custody of their 
children. According to Weitzman (1985), the disproportionate costs of parenthood may 
place the wife at extreme economic disadvantage and make post-divorce adjustment 
especially challenging for women. 
Divorce also has physical and mental health consequences for the adults who 
experience it. Researchers have consistently demonstrated that separated and divorced 
individuals have more physical problems than individuals in ahnost all other marital status 
groups. Several studies have found that divorced adults exhibit higher rates of disease 
morbidity, alcoholism, suicide, homicide, and disease mortality when compared to married, 
single, and some widowed persons (Kitson & Morgan, 1990; Raschke, 1987). Although 
the reasons for these findings are not completely clear, some researchers are beginning to 
link physiological outcomes with psychological determmants. Ader, Cohen, and Felten 
(1990), for example, have argued that divorce may mcrease the risk of ilhiess for an 
individual because stressfiil life events or conditions tend to suppress immunological 
fiinctioning. Umberson and Wilhams (1993) have also suggested that the poor physical 
health of divorced individuals may be the result of stress associated with noncustodial 
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parenting. They maintain that high levels of role strain result from conflicts over visitation 
and child support, the continuing relationship with their ex-spouse, and perceived loss of 
control over then- family situation. These studies luiderscore the inq)ortance of 
understanding both the physiological and psychological aspects of divorce. 
One of the most well-established findings in the research on mental health is the 
relationship between marital status and psychological well-being (Mastekaasa, 1992). 
Studies have consistently shown that just as separated and divorced adults have more 
physical health problems than people m other marital status groups, they also have more 
mental health problems. An example of the research in this area is provided by Kurdek 
(1991), \\4io used data from the National Survey of Families and Households to examme the 
relationship between reported well-being, divorce history, and the availability of a proximate 
adult. He found that individuals who had experienced at least one divorce reported less 
happmess and more frequent depression than individuals with no history of divorce. 
Cohabiting partners were also found to report greater well-being than individuals who lived 
alone, but they reported lower weU-being than married individuals. Kurdek (1991) used 
these findmgs to conclude that there is something about marriage, other than the availability 
of a proximate adult, which improves subjective well-being. One of the implications of this 
study is that there may also be something about the process of divorce which damages the 
mental health of the mdividual. 
There are two explanations which have typically been used to explain the 
relationship between divorce and negative mental health outcomes among adults 
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(Mastekaasa, 1992; Rascbke, 1987). The first explanation is based on the idea of social 
causation and suggests that marriage itself has a positive efiect on psychological well-being. 
Proponents of this argument maintam that marriage is beneficial because the type of 
interaction which occurs between married couples is based on a very direct and deep 
concern for the individual (Gove, Style, & Hughes, 1990). Withm this context, divorce is 
expected to have a negative efiect on mental health because the opportunity for meaningful 
mteraction is restricted. The opposite position is taken in the social selection argument 
which maintams that psychological well-being has a positive efiect on marital status. This 
approach suggests that healthier and happier people are more likely to be selected into to 
marriage than imhealthy and imhappy people. In support of this explanation, Mastekaasa 
(1992) found that measures of subjective well-being and overall life satisfaction taken at one 
point in time were significant predictors of transition into marriage by a second point in 
time. Together with the social selection argiunent, these findings imply that uidividuals with 
poor mental health are not only more imlikely to many, but they are also more likely to 
divorce, than individuals who report a higher level of subjective well-being. Because there 
is some support for both arguments, researchers disagree over which position provides the 
best explanation of the association between marital status and psychological well-being 
among aduUs (Raschke, 1987). 
Although less well-documented than economic or physical and mental health 
outcomes, researchers have also examined the social consequences of divorce. For 
example, Kitson and Roach (1989) found that divorced individuals have difiiculty 
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performing many social roles and often find adjustment to changes in their social position 
troublesome. E)ivorced individuals typically find that their social life is adversely afiected in 
the immediate aftermath of marital separation because old fiiends are often lost, especially if 
they are married, and developing new networks is often difficuh (Furstenberg & Spanier, 
1984). The disruption of social networks is also related to residential mobihty as one or 
both spouses typically move to a new residential location after divorce. These new living 
conditions and neighborhoods often involve a change or loss of fiiends and less contact with 
kin. Raschke (1987) has indicated that one implication of changes in social networks and 
environments is disorganization in household routines and activities. This is important to 
the current discussion because consistent discipline and a predictable routine are thought to 
be essential in helping children cope with the distress associated with parental divorce 
(Furstenberg & Cherlin, 1991; Wallerstein & Blakeslee, 1989), As parents attend to their 
own problems and difficulties in adjusting to divorce, they may be less available to their 
children and less able to provide a stable home environment. Consequently, the 
developmental and emotional needs of their children may be placed on hold. Several studies 
have suggested that the most important predictors of child well-being following a divorce 
are the mental health and parenting capacity of the custodial parent (Demo, 1992; 
Furstenberg & Cherlin, 1991). 
Divorce and Children 
While divorce is a difScult experience for most adults, h is almost always more 
devastating for children than it is for their parents (Wallerstein & Blakeslee, 1989). 
16 
Therefore, the question of how marital separation and divorce affect children has been of 
even greater concern than the consequences experienced by the adults who end their 
marriages. Most of the early research on children and divorce assumed that marital 
separation and dissolution represented a deviant form of the "normal" family (Levitin, 
1979). Consequently, researchers focused on the relationship between family disruption 
and juvenile delinquency and found that divorce was related to a variety of deviant child 
behaviors. On closer examination, however, researchers found wide variability m the 
quality and intensity of response among children (Hetherington, 1979), Some exhibited 
severe or sustained disruptions in development, while other children seemed to have little 
trouble and emerged as competent adults. This inconsistent pattern of findings was 
problematic for those who had assumed that all the consequences of divorce for children 
were negative. 
Research that began in the 1970s provided a more scientific approach to the study of 
children and divorce. Wallerstem and Kelly (1976, 1980) conducted one classic study that 
was first established during this time. They launched the California Children of Divorce 
project in 1971 by interviewing 131 children fi-om 60 recently divorced families. The 
children were contacted again 18 months after the original interviews. Wallerstein and 
Kelly (1976) found that the initial impact of divorce was similar for most children. Nearly 
all of them were extremely upset when they learned about the divorce and experienced it as 
an unwelcome shock. Even in families where the parents were openly quarreling and 
hostile, most children seemed surprised by the separation. As a result, almost all children 
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found the divorce painfiil and experienced a \\dde range of symptomatic behaviors, includuig 
sleep disturbances, fear of abandonment and unpending disaster, disinterest and 
underachievement m school, and poor peer relationships (Wallerstein, 1985). Wallersteui 
and Kelly (1980) also foimd that once the initial shock diminished, short-term reactions to 
the divorce often varied according to age. Younger children, who had a limited ability to 
understand the situation, tended to be fiightened and bewildered so they often pretended 
that their femilies were not breaking up. Older children, who had a better understandmg of 
the circumstances, tended to react \vith shame and anger. They seemed to be embarrassed 
that their parents were separating and often blamed either their mother or their father for the 
break up of the family. 
Wallerstem and Kelly had originally thought that these short-term reactions and 
responses to the divorce would disappear within the first year after the separation. At the 
five year follow-up, many of the 131 children did seem to have come through the 
experience fairly well. Almost 63 percent were either in excellent or reasonably good 
psychological health. The other 37 percent of the sample, however, were not copuig well 
and still suffered fi"om depressive symptoms (Wallerstein, 1985). Many of the children also 
experienced problems m school, encountered difficuUies with their peers, had bouts of 
explosive anger, and tended to be preoccupied with the divorce. There was also some 
evidence that the long-term effects of divorce were moderated by gender of the child. 
Disturbances in social and emotional development among girls had largely disappeared as 
early as two years after the divorce. Boys fi-om divorced families, however, showed higli 
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rates of behavior problems aud trouble with interpersonal relationships at both home and in 
school beyond the first few years following the divorce (Wallerstem, 1985). 
The picture of these children that emerged 10 years after the divorce was even more 
discouragmg. Men, who were now between the ages of 19 and 29, were generally unhappy 
and bad developed few lasting relationships with members of the opposite sex. Although 
males typically had a harder time over the early years after divorce than females, suffering a 
wide range of difficulties with school, peer relationships, and the handling of aggression, 
this difference in overall adjustment eventually disappeared. Wallerstein and Blakeslee 
(1989) found what they called a "sleeper effect" among the young women m the study. 
Many of the girls who had done well initially after the divorce and appeared to be 
emotionally adjusted at the five year follow-up, reported high levels of depression and fear 
of betrayal in young adulthood. Most were overcome by anxiety at the prospect of making 
an emotional commitment to a man, and consequently, were involved in multiple 
relationships and impulse marriages that often ended m early divorce. Wallerstein and 
Blakeslee (1989) concluded that the general picture this studied presented was one of loss. 
Children lost fathers who became disinterested and detached, they lost mothers who were 
overwhelmed by the tasks of supportmg the family and managing the household alone, and 
they lost a part of their childhood and adolescence because it was over shadowed by the 
experience of divorce. 
Although the research conducted by Wallerstein and her colleagues provides one of 
the most comprehensive studies on the consequences of divorce for children, it has several 
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serious limitations. For example, the generalizability of the findmgs to larger populations of 
children has been questioned by several researchers (Cherlin, 1981; Demo & Acock, 1988). 
Rather than being random and representative, the sample was referred by attorneys, school 
psychologists, court officials, and other professionals, there was no matched comparison or 
control group, and many of the parents who divorced had been in treatment for mental 
health problems of their own. Another limitation of the study is that the sample was entirely 
comprised of while, middle-class subjects. Several researchers find this problematic because 
they maintain that the effects of divorce on children may be directly linked to the 
socioeconomic status of the family (Acock & Kiecolt, 1989; Amato & Keith, 1991; Herzog 
& Sudia, 1973). Demo and Acock (1988), for example, have argued that it may be the loss 
of income and benefits that is detrimental to children of divorce, not necessarily the loss or 
absence of a parent. According to this argument, studies that fail to consider the influence 
of socioeconomic factors such as family income and education level of the parents are likely 
to overestimate the dkect impact of parental divorce. 
In support of the conclusions dravra by Wallerstem and her colleagues, the findings 
fi-om several recent national surveys have suggested that there are some long-term effects of 
divorce on children that cannot be completely explamed by socioeconomic factors. Wlien 
compared to children who were raised by both biological parents, children whose parents 
divorced have been found to fare worse on intellectual performance (Downey, 1994; Smith. 
1990), educaUonal attainment (Astone & McLanahan, 1991; Krein & Beller, 1988; 
McLanahan, 1985), and exhibit higher rates of delinquent behavior, including drug and 
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alcohol use (Needle, Su, & Doherty, 1990; Flewelling & Bauman, 1990). Other researchers 
have demonstrated that divorce is consistently related to early timmg of sexual activity 
(Miller & Bingham, 1989; Newcomer & Udiy, 1987), nonmarital childbearing (Wu & 
Martinson, 1993), and marital instability and divorce (Bunqiass, Martin, & Sweet, 1991; 
McLanahan & Bumpass, 1988). Consequently, children whose parents divorced when they 
were young are at greater risk of becoming single-parents themselves, either through 
nonmarital childbearing or divorce, than children who grew up m intact families. Althougli 
on average the effect is not large, researchers have also found that divorce has a persistent 
negative impact on socioeconomic attainment in adulthood (Amato & Keith, 1991; 
McLanalian, 1985). For example, Li and Wojtkiewicz (1992) found that while divorce had 
the largest influence on educational attainment, it also had a direct negative effect on later 
achievements such as occupational status and personal income. 
Although researchers have documented the negative effects of divorce for both 
parents and children, much less attention has been given to how marital separation affects 
the nature of relationships within the family. There is some evidence that the affective ties 
between children and their noncustodial parent suffer, and in some cases, may even be 
terminated after divorce (Aquilino, 1994; Cooney & Uhlenberg, 1990; White, Brinkerhoff, 
& Booth, 1985). Furstenberg, Nord, Peterson, and Zill (1983) found that only 16 percent 
of children age 11 to 16 with divorced parents saw their nonresidential father at least once a 
week. Less than one-half of the children in the study had seen their father in the previous 
year and almost 4 out of 10 did not know where their father was living. There is additional 
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evidence that these negative effects of divorce on parent-child contact tend to persist into 
adulthood. Cooney and Uhlenberg (1990) found that while 90 percent of never-divorced 
fathers had weekly contact with at least one adult child, less than 50 percent of ever-
divorced men maintained this same frequency of interaction. They also found that while 
over one-third of ever-divorced men essentially lost contact with at least one adult child, 
this same situation was almost nonexistent among never-divorced men. Although Cooney 
and Uhlenberg (1990) concluded that mothers were responsible for the high levels of 
contact between never-divorced fathers and their children, it is noteworthy that the absence 
of a motlier within the context of divorce appears to have negative implications for father-
child relationships in adulthood. 
Negative effects of divorce on the parent-child relationship are not limited to the 
noncustodial parent. As White (1994) has observed, to the extent that children feel angry 
and betrayed by the decision of their parents to divorce, the affective ties between custodial 
parents and children may be damaged as well. Several studies have found that when 
compared to fan^es that had never experienced a divorce, marital separation during 
childhood resulted in greater geographic distance and less instrumental, economic, and 
emotional support exchange between parents and their adult children (Bumpass & Sweet. 
1991; Cooney & Uhlenberg, 1992, Eggebeen, 1992). White (1994) has also found that 
divorce and single parenting damage several dimensions of family solidarity in later life. 
Using data from the first wave of the National Survey of Families and Households, she 
found that individuals who grew up in divorced single-parent families reported significantly 
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lower quality relationships with their custodial parent than individuals who grew up in mtact 
or remarried families. Other researchers have found similar long-term negative effects of 
early divorce on parent-child relationship quality in adulthood (Aquilino, 1994; Cooney & 
Uhlenberg, 1990; Lye, Klepinger, Hyle, & Nelson, 1995; ZiU, Morrison, & Coiro, 1993). 
Several researchers have emphasized that not all of the effects of divorce are 
negative (Biacohi, 1990; Demo & Keith, 1988). For example, studies have found that 
children whose parents had divorced displayed more androgynous behavior than children 
whose parents had not separated (Mott, 1994; Wallerstem & Kelly, 1980). One explanation 
for these findings is that divorce may broaden the skills and definitions of gender-
appropriate behavior because both the child and the custodial parent must assume a variety 
of domestic responsibilities to compensate for the absent parent. Weiss (1979) has also 
found that single-parent families are characterized by more open boimdaries, greater equity, 
more fi-equent interaction, and a heightened sense of cohesion than two-parent families. As 
a result, children fi-om divorced families tend to be more mature, assume responsibility at an 
earlier age, and have a stronger sense of personal efiBcacy and internal control than children 
fi-om intact families (Bianchi, 1990). 
Regardless of these more positive outcomes, the majority of empirical evidence has 
indicated that children who grew up with both biological parents are better off as adults 
than children who lived with a divorced parent (Chase-Lansdale & Hetherington, 1990; 
McLanahan & Booth, 1989; Seltzer, 1994). For example, Amato and Booth (1991) found 
that individuals who experienced parental divorce in childhood exhibited lower levels of 
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psychological well-bemg as adults than mdividuals who were raised by both parents. This 
findmg was consistent when both life satisfaction and psychological distress were examuied 
as dependent variables. In a meta-analytic review of the literature, Amato and Keith (1991) 
also concluded that "individuals who experienced parental divorce as children, compared 
with those whose parents were continuously married, have lower quality of Ufe as adults" 
(p. 56). They examined data from over 81,000 respondents in 37 different studies and 
found that, among other things, divorce had a persistent negative effect on psychological 
well-bemg m adulthood, as measured by low levels of emotional adjustment and life 
satisfaction, and high levels of psychological distress and anxiety. 
Death and the Familv 
While it is clear that there is an extensive body of literature which examines the 
consequences of divorce for both parents and children, much less research attention has 
been given to how death affects the family. Early research on widowhood focused on 
describing the adjustments related to the death of a spouse (Lopata, 1973; Streib & Beck, 
1980; Troll, 1971). These studies viewed widowhood as a process that began with 
bereavement, or a period of mourning, and was followed by a gradual adjustment to the 
loss. Individuals who lost a spouse suddenly and without warning were typically found to 
have more difficulty adjusting to the loss than those who were able to anticipate the death, 
as with a long illness (Troll, 1971). The general consensus m the literature was that when 
the dying process was prolonged, much of the mourning may have preceded the actual loss, 
so that grieving after the death was less intense. In a study of widows living in a large 
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urban area, about half of the women interviewed said that they had recovered from the loss 
of their husband within one year of the death, but over 20 percent said that they had never 
gotten over it and did not expect to (Lopata, 1973). 
More recent research on widowhood has focused on changes in the economic 
situation, physical and emotional health, and social support networks of the bereaved, both 
immediately following and several years after the loss of a spouse (Brubaker, 1990). 
Several studies have indicated that becoming a widow is associated with a substantial 
decline in economic well-being (Hyman, 1983; Smith & Zick, 1986; Zick & Smith, 1988). 
Holden and Smock (1991) concluded that the majority of longitudinal studies have 
demonstrated that the economic consequences of widowhood are no less detrimental to 
women than those of divorce and separation. The financial situation of the widowed, 
however, may be more complex than that of the divorced. Based on data from the Panel 
Study of Income Dynamics, Zick and Smith (1986, 1988) found that age and work 
experience mediated the relationship between widowhood and income. While all widowed 
individuals experienced economic diflBculties following the death of their spouse, younger 
widows and those with a history of employment suffered less financial decline than older 
widows and those with linuted work experience. In addition, studies on the economic 
aftermath of death have suggested that there are few apparent differences between widows 
and widowers (Brubaker, 1990). Both men and women initially experience decline after the 
death of a spouse, but financial situations tend to stabilize or may even improve during 
middle-age and for those who remarry. 
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Several studies have demonstrated that physical and mental health are often affected 
by the death of a spouse. The observed physical efifects of widowhood include increased 
risk of iUness (Stroebe, Stroebe, & Domittner, 1988), utili2ation of medications and medical 
services (Parkes, 1964; Thompson, Breckenridge, Gallagher, & Peterson, 1984), and 
mortality (Hel^g, Szklo, & Comstock, 1981; Rees & Lutkms, 1967). Death of a spouse is 
also consistently associated with low perceptions of physical health status. Fenwick and 
Barresi (1981) found that widowed mdividuals perceived that they had more health 
difficulties over a period of 14 months than individuals who had not lost a spouse, even 
though they reported fewer days when they were actually confined to bed. Other 
longitudinal studies have indicated that recently widowed individuals perceived their health 
as declining more rapidly than those who had been widowed for over four years (Ferraro, 
1985; Ferraro, Mutran, & Barresi, 1984). Researchers have found that emotional reactions 
to widowhood often include responses such as anger, guilt, sadness, annety, and 
preoccupation with thoughts of death or the dead spouse (Gallagher, Breckenridge, 
Thompson, & Peterson, 1983; Parkes, 1972; Stroebe et al., 1988). Fenison (1986) 
observed that recently widowed individuals exhibited many symptoms that were 
characteristic of depression, such as insomnia, appetite and weight loss, and dissatisfaction 
with self The negative responses to the loss of a spouse were typical for both men and 
women, but they tended to diminish over time as the individual adjusted to widowhood. 
These findings are consistent with other research which has found that depressive symptoms 
often last for several years following the death of a spouse (Avis, Brambilla, Vass, & 
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McKinlay, 1991; Stroebe et aL, 1988). 
Studies on the social mteraction of widowed individuals have generally mdicated 
that patterns established by married couples continue well mto widowhood (Kohen, 1983). 
Morgan (1984) examined mteraction patterns of individuals before and after the deatli of 
their spouse and found that both widows and widowers experienced consistent levels of 
social contact, even when the size of their network decreased. This area has received a fair 
amount of research attention because there is evidence that social support may be an 
important resource for mdividuals who experience widowhood. For example, Arens (1982) 
found that social contacts with fiiends had positive efiects on feelings of well-being among 
most widows. Other researchers have suggested that an adequate social network can 
minimize the negative emotional burden associated with losing a spouse, but the relationship 
may be moderated by several post-death factors. Bankoff (1983) found that the impact of 
social support on well-bemg depended on the length of time since the death, the type of 
support that was received, and who provided the support. While there was no overall effect 
of social support on the psychological well-bemg of women who had been widowed for less 
than 18 months, a positive relationship was found for women who bad been widowed for 19 
to 35 months. In addition, recent widows reported that parents and other widows were the 
best providers of support, while women who had been widowed longer indicated that 
children, fiiends, and neighbors also provided support that was related to increased feelings 
of well-beuig (Bankoff 1983). 
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An underlying theme of the research on widowhood mvolves the characteristics that 
it shares in common with the experience of divorce. Researchers have commented on the 
similarities between divorce and widowhood for many years (Waller, 1930; Goode, 1956). 
Adjusting to marital separation has often been compared to the grief process, as botli 
experiences involve the loss of a spouse and subsequent changes in status and lifestyle. 
Consequently, the widowed and divorced have often been grouped together in studies 
examining a wide range of outcomes, includmg physical and mental health (e.g., Gove, 
1972). While a recent review of the research concluded that there are a "surprising number 
of similarities in adjustment for widowhood and divorce" (Kitson, Babri, Roach, & Piacidi, 
1989), there are also a number of important difiFerences between these two events. One of 
the most obvious distinctions between widowhood and divorce is the finality of death. 
Unlike individuals who have involuntarily lost a spouse to death, individuals who terminate 
their marriages are often involved in a continuing relationship with their ex-spouse. 
Wallerstein (1985) has suggested that divorce differs from death and bereavement because 
it is characterized by on-gomg patterns of hate and love, blame and rage, and humiliation 
and jealousy. Because maintaining a conflictual relationship with an ex-spouse is a distinct 
reality for most couples who decide to end their marriages, researchers have typically 
assumed that adjusting to divorce is more difficult than adjusting to widowhood. Recent 
empirical studies, however, have found that widows reported higher levels of physical and 
psychological distress than divorced individuals (Gove & Shin, 1989; Kitson, Roach, Babri, 
& Zy2abski, 1988). While there have been few attempts to explain or replicate these 
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results, it is most likely that the differences are due to the voluntary versus tlie involuntary 
nature of the loss, the differing age distributions of the two populations, or the length of 
time since the separation (Kitson et aL, 1989). 
Similar to the ejqierience of widowhood for adults, ahnost every Ufe event scale for 
children identifies the death of a parent as the most traumatic event a child can experience 
(Lyon & Vandenberg, 1989). In the Coddington Life Event Scales (Coddington, 1984), for 
exanqile, parental death is assigned a score that is 20 units higher than the next highest 
stressor. Bereaved children have been found to experience the same types of physical and 
emotional symptoms as adults, including loss of appetite, insomnia, nightmares, nausea, and 
depression (Gray, 1987; Meshot & Leitner, 1993). Parental death is usually thought to 
involve a loss of security, nurturing, and affection, or the loss of an important source of 
emotional and psychological support which the child formerly relied upon. Because the 
parent-child relationship is seldom fi-ee fi'om conflict, whether or not it is openly exhibited, 
the death of a parent may also elicit strong feelings of guilt or remorse (Stroebe, van den 
Bout, & Schut, 1994). Other researchers have suggested that guilt may result from what a 
young child imagines to be actions that in some way contributed to the death of their parent 
(e.g., Klem, 1940). Such feelings are seen as an expression of the responsibility that 
younger children may assimie as they tiy to comprehend the experience of death. 
The literature on bereavement has also identified several long-term negative 
consequences of early parental death for adult outcomes. Schizophrenia (Wahl, 1956), 
suicide (Crook & Raskin, 1975), alcoholism (Birtchnell, 1972), social introversion 
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(Dietrich, 1984), and loss of seli-esteem (Dizmang, 1969) have all been reported by adults 
who experienced a parental death during childhood. Denes-Raj and Ehrlichman (1991) 
foimd that college students who had lost at least one parent during childhood predicted a 
shorter life span for themselves than students with both parents still Uvmg. Jacobson and 
Ryder (1969) also found that adidts who experienced early parent death had more diflBculty 
sustaining mtimacy and expressing anger than those who did not have a history of parental 
loss. The vast majority of the research m this area, however, has investigated the 
relationship between early parental death and different types of adult depression (Birtchnell, 
1970; Lloyd, 1980). Primarily using data from clinical case studies, h has been observed 
that adults who experience parental death in childhood are likely to demonstrate some 
degree of depression, ranging from introversion to much more extreme withdrawal (Barnes 
&Prosen, 1985). 
Although it is not particularly surprising that bereaved children would have 
diflBculties adjustmg to the death of their parent both m childhood and later as adults, 
several problems have made the conclusions drawn from this literature questionable. A 
review by Sandler, Gersten, Reynolds, Kallgren, and Ramirez (1988) observed that 
empirical studies on the effects of parental death on child outcomes are sparse and limited 
by important methodological flaws. Lyon and Vandenberg (1989) have also indicated that 
methodological shortcomings 'liave marred" the research on childhood bereavement. For 
example, conclusions have often been based on clinical impressions, rather than on formal 
or semi-structured assessments, which calls into question the validity and reliability of many 
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findings. 
According to Finkelstein (1988), the literature on the long-term effects of early 
parental death is also very limited and "greatly misunderstood". While the impact of 
parental death may manifest in the behavior and attitudes of children in e.vpected ways, the 
effects of premature death on the adult are less theoretically specific. This is fiuther 
complicated by the fact that there have been few attenq)ts to examine the long-term effects 
of early parent death among adults who do not exhibit overt psychiatric symptoms 
(Finkelstein, 1988). Dietrich (1984) has noted that "the amount of research that deals with 
nonpsychiatric, nonpatient populations is quite Umited and needs to be expanded" (p. 901). 
The widespread use of small, non-random, clinical samples is particularly problematic 
bccause these subjects represent only a small fi'action of the bereaved and tend to report 
more problems than those not seeking treatment. Of the studies that do not use clinical 
subjects, many are based on data collected firom college students. The major difiBculty with 
college samples is that by focusing on individuals who exhibit a high level of fimctioning, 
they may exclude those who are more severely affected. College students may also be too 
young to demonstrate the effects of parental death that emerge later in life. Another 
problem with the research on the long-term effects of parental death is that researchers have 
typically failed to include control groups of aduhs who did not have a parent die during 
their childhood. As Lyon and Vandenberg (1989) indicate, when they do include 
comparison groups, researchers often fail to control for other significant childhood losses 
(e.g., parental divorce). 
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Problems with the research on bereavement have made it difiScult to determine how 
children who experience the death of a parent compare to children who experience parental 
divorce. Similar to the literature on adults, researchers have noted that there are striking 
similarities between the two experiences. Both parental death and divorce have been 
conceptualized as negative life changes that pkce the child a risk for a wide range of 
problems including depression and anxiety, conduct disorders, substance abuse, and suicide 
(Coddington, 1984; Johnson, 1986). But relatively few attenqits have been made to assess 
the different characteristics of these events or their differential effects on both child and 
adult outcomes. Rather, researchers have tended to assume that divorce has a more 
negatK'e effect on children than parental death. In a review of the literatiu'e in mother-only 
families, McLanahan and Booth (1989) concluded that "offspring of widowed mothers do 
better, on average, than ofispring of divorced and separated mothers, at least in some 
surveys and on some mdicators" (p. 565). The nonspecific nature of this conclusion 
emphasizes the fact that that very little work has actually been done to identify the specific 
qualities of death and divorce that lead to certam outcomes or to theorize why differences in 
outcomes associated with these two experiences may exist. Consequently, the vast majority 
of research in this area has given Uttle or no regard for distinguishing between different 
types of parental absence (Amato & Keith, 1991; Demo & Acock, 1988; Gongla & 
Thompson, 1987) and many researchers have arrived at the same conclusion as McLanahan 
and Booth without directly testing for differences between groups. 
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One important exception in the literature is a study conducted by Feber, Stollberg, 
and Cowen (1975). They compared 108 children who had experienced parental separation 
or divorce and 32 children who had experienced parental death to matched control groups 
of children who had not experienced ehher event. These comparisons were made in order 
to determine if children with a history of crisis had different patterns of referral for school 
problems than those who had not experienced a traimiatic event. Among children who 
were referred for problems in school, children with histories of both parental separation or 
divorce and parental death demonstrated significantly higher maladjustment scores than 
children in the control groups. But wiien they were directly compared to each other, the 
two crisis groups manifested distmctly different patterns of behavior. While cliildren who 
had experienced parental death demonstrated elevated levels of shyness, timidity, and 
withdrawal, children with histories of separation or divorce exhibited heightened levels of 
acting-out and aggression. To explam these results, Fehier et al. (1975) suggested that the 
child draws on "the predominant behavior modeled for him during a given crisis, and this 
becomes a guiding fi-amework for his later behavior and coping efforts" (p. 309). They 
argued that because widowhood is usually associated with anxiety, conftision, and 
depression among surviving parents, parental death is strongly associated with internalizing 
behaviors among children (e.g., withdrawal). The divorce process, however, is more often 
characterized by conflictual relationships between parents, and consequently, parental 
divorce is more strongly associated with externalizing behaviors among children (e.g., 
aggresflon). The findings fi"om this study are consistent with more recent research which 
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has also demonstrated that separation events such as parental death have specific effects on 
depressive symptoms, while conflict events such as divorce have specific efifects on conduct 
disorders (Fehier, Ginter, Boike, & Cowen, 1981; Sandler, Reynolds, Kliewer, & Ramirez, 
1992). 
Other studies provide additional support for the idea that conflict events are related 
to extemalizmg behaviors in children. In a review of the literature, Emery (1982) concluded 
that interparental conflict is more strongly related to the development of conduct disorder 
problems than to difficulties resulting in anxiety or social witlidrawal. This is most likely 
because conflict events contribute to a context in which aggressive behaviors are modeled 
and reinforced (Patterson, 1976). For example, Cummings (1987) interviewed children 
regarding their emotional responses to hearing a simulated conflict exchange between two 
adults. He found that although children responded to background anger with a variety of 
emotional responses, the most commonly reported feeling was being mad. After exposure 
to the conflict situation, children also increased their own level of verbal aggression when 
playing with a fnend. Cummings and Cummings (1988) suggested that this pattern of 
response to angry exchanges between adults may cause interactions with others that lead to 
increased exchange of aggressive responses and the development of externalized behaviors. 
Although there is little evidence to suggest tliat these effects persist over time, the 
implication of these studies is that children with a histoiy of family conflict and divorce may 
be more likely to manifest externalized behaviors as adults, while children with a history of 
parental death may be more likely to demonstrate nitemalized behaviors in adulthood. 
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Theoretical Framework 
Despite the apparent similarities and differences, it is surprising that there have been 
relatively few efforts to assess whether divorce and death have differential effects on the 
individuals who experience these types of losses. While researchers have made some 
observations about the association between a history of family disruption and adult well-
bemg (Amato & Keith, 1991; Demo & Acock, 1988; McLanahan & Booth, 1989), these 
findings have not been organized mto a clear model that specifies how and why ceitam 
types of losses might result in differential long-term effects. The life course perspective 
together with elements of both attribution theory and social learning theory, provides a 
theoretical fi-amework for explaming why experiencing parental divorce or parental death in 
childhood may affect adult outcomes in different ways. 
The life course perspective was developed in the 1970s as a fi-amework to 
systematically examine change within the family. It was offered as a direct challenge to 
family development theory, which was viewed as inadequate by life course theorists because 
it neglected family variations associated with the differential tuning, spacing, and duration of 
specific events (Aldous, 1990; Elder, 1978). The life course perspective grew as an 
interdisciplinary approach to the study of families by combining elements fi'om life-span 
psychology, family history, demography, and social ecology. The result is a process-
oriented perspective on the family that focuses on how different events and their timing in 
the lives of individuals affect famihes in particular historical contexts (Elder, 1985). 
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According to Clausen (1986), the life course perspective links three different 
dimensions of tune. Individual time refers to chronological age and age-stratification, or the 
meanings and behavioral expectations associated with particular stages of life (Riley, 
Johnson, & Foner, 1972). This dimension of time provides the individual with information 
about the cultural norms and expectations of behavior for persons who are a particular age. 
For example, the legal drinking age, the age that yoimg men must register for the draft, and 
the age that young people are able to vote all provide the mdividual with certain information 
about appropriate behaviors in a societal context. Social time refers to family event 
sequences which are directly linked to age markers (Clausen, 1986). Based on a set of 
cultural norms that indicate when certam life transitions are expected to occur in a society, 
this dimension provides the individual with a measure for deciding whether he or she is "on-
time" or "off-time" in experiencing family events such as leaving home, manying, or 
becoming a parent. Historical time is the third dimension identified by the life course 
perspective (Clausen, 1986). It refers to the fact that each individual is anchored m a 
particular sociocultural context. By virtue of being bora during a certain time period, 
individuals in a particular cohort are affected by current societal events at specific ages. For 
example, Worid War 11 threw off customary family stage sequences and their timing by 
increasing marriage rates prior to and immediately after the conflict, and decreasing 
marriage rates during the actual time of war (Coontz, 1992). Taken together, these three 
dimensions of time suggest that the timing of historical events in terms of tlie chronological 
age and family location of the mdividual is critical for understanding behavior and 
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development. 
The concepts of trajectory and transition are also central themes in contemporary 
studies of life course dynamics. Elder (1985) identifies life trajectory as "a pathway defined 
by the aging process or by movement across the age structure" (p. 31). Each trajectoiy, in 
tum, is marked by a sequence of life events and transitions or "changes in state that are 
more or less abrupt" (Elder, 1985, pp. 31-32). An important aspect of the life course 
perspective is that it provides a framework for studying the personal and social 
consequences of life transitions by focusmg on the normative and non-normative changes 
that individuals experience over time. As George (1993) has noted, the emphasis of this 
approach "is explication of the processes by which early transitions exert enduring 
mfluences on later life patterns" (p. 361). 
A primary example of how transitions at one pomt in time effect subsequent life 
course outcomes is provided by Elder (1974, 1979) in his classic work on children of the 
Great Depression. A central theme in Elder's study is that the same historical events can 
have very different consequences dependmg on the social position, gender, and age of those 
experiencing the event. Elder began his investigation by dividing families into two groups 
according to their relative mcome loss associated with conditions experienced during the 
Depression. FamiUes were categorized as deprived if they lost more than 35 percent 
of their total income and nondeprived if their financial losses were not that severe. He also 
categorized families as working or middle-class, and found that the association between the 
Great Depression and outcomes among boys and girls was mediated by the class status and 
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level of deprivation experienced by the family (Elder, 1974). For example, boys from 
deprived middle-class families seemed to be better off because of their experience during the 
Depression. As adults they attamed educational levels similar to men in nondeprived 
middle-class families and actually had higher levels of occupational status and better mental 
health by mid-life. Boys from deprived workmg-class families, however, fared worse than 
their nondeprived counterparts, especially in terms of educational attainment. They were 
more often kept from higher education than men from nondeprived working-class 
backgrounds because their &mily relied upon their financial support. Elder found that girls 
from deprived middle-class families were not as fortunate as the boys from these families. 
They married earlier and were less likely to complete a college education than women from 
nondeprived middle-class families. Similar to the men, however, women from deprived 
middle-class families had better psychological health than their nondeprived counterparts. 
Girls from deprived working-class families seemed to fare the worst in terms of outcomes. 
They were faced with a set of disadvantages mcluding diminished mental skills and self-
confidence, lower morale, and a greater sense of helplessness than women from 
nondeprived working-class families. Elder concluded that middle-class adolescents had 
more resources for coping with their stressful situations than their working-class 
counterparts. The Depression seemed to increase their emotional resources, vitality, and 
self-efficacy because they felt needed at a time when they could make a real contribution to 
the welfare of their family (Elder, 1974). 
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Elder and his colleagues also suggested that the mlluence of a historical event on the 
life course is dependent on the age at which an individual experiences the change. They 
examined two cohorts of children: the Oakland Growth saoqile who were adolescents 
during the Depression and the Berkeley Guidance sample who were young children during 
the Depression. Elder, Caspi, and Van Nguyen (1986) found that the Depression 
experience was ultimately beneficial for boys in the older cohort and detrimental for boys in 
the younger cohort. The older Oakland boys were more likely to assume jobs outside of the 
home in order to provide financial support for their &mily. This enhanced their social and 
personal independence and reduced their exposure to conflict and turmoil that existed in the 
home. The younger Berkeley boys experienced the Great Depression when they were more 
dependent on thek family, and so they were more vulnerable to the strain, conflict, and 
instabihty that their family experienced. In contrast to the boys, the older Oakland girls did 
not fare as well as the younger Berkeley girls. They were pressed into greater role-
responsibility at home when their mothers went to work. As a result, they tended to feel 
deprived and were often subjected to the hostility of their fiiistrated fathers. The younger 
Berkeley girls did not have these same added responsibilities and so they tended to develop 
strong bonds with their mothers (Elder, Downey, & Cross, 1986; Elder & Liker, 1983). In 
summaiy. Elder and his colleagues found that the same historical event produced significant 
differences in outcomes across cohorts, within cohorts, and between boys and girls. 
In addition to the study of historical events, the life course perspective provides a 
framework for examining "the conditions under which events or transitions experienced 
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earlier in life affect subsequent life course patterns" (George, 1993, p.363). In particular, 
the life course approach emphasizes that the timing of events is a critical factor in 
determining the meaning and the ultimate impact of specific life transitions. For example, 
demographers have demonstrated that some events occur to nearly everyone at certain 
pomts in the life course, such as leaving the labor force or moving out of the parental home. 
As a result, members of a society share common expectations regardmg the normal and 
acceptable time for certam life transitions to occur, or what Clausen (1986) refers to as 
social time. According to Neugarten (1968), most events are not stressilU when they occur 
on-time, or when they are "anticipated and rehearsed". She argues that if a transition is 
prevalent in a society, the individual is able to anticipate that it will happen and plan for its 
occurrence, often because others who have experienced the same event may assist in 
preparation and provide support. In other words, when events are somewhat predictable in 
both occurrence and timing, anticipatory socialization may provide the individual with the 
skills necessary to effectively adjust to the transition (George, 1993). 
Events that are not anticipated, or that occur oflf-time, tend to be much more 
problematic than changes that happen as expected (Neugarten, 1968). Several childhood 
traumas, including divorce and death, have been linked to negative life course outcomes. 
Brown and Harris (1978), for example, used data from a worldng class sample of women in 
London to determine what the influence of parental loss during childhood was on adult 
well-being. They found that the experience of parental loss as a child was related to lower 
socioeconomic attainment, poorer quality marriages, and an increased risk of clinical 
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dq}ression in adulthood. Brown and Harris (1978) suggested that the timing in the life 
course of an uncontrollable transition may be an important predictor of individual reaction 
to the event. Usmg a life course approach, the argument is that off-time or non-normative 
transitions, such as parental divorce or death during childhood, tend to have a more 
negative impact on well-bemg than on-time or normative life events. This is because off-
time transitions are not anticipated or rehearsed, so the individual has not had time to 
prepare or to develop adequate copmg strategies in expectation of the event (Nolen-
Hoeksema, 1988). 
One implication of this approach to life events is that as certain transitions become 
more normative in a society, they will have less impact on subsequent life course patterns 
than events that are rarely experienced. As previously noted, divorce has replaced 
widowhood as the most common pathway to single-parent family status in American society 
(Gordon & McLanahan, 1991; Uhlenberg, 1980). In 1993, over one-third of all single-
parent families in the United States were created by divorce, while less than five percent 
were the result of a parental death (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1994b). Several researchers 
have suggested that as divorce has become more common and acceptable, the effects of this 
transition may be less strong than they were m the past (Amato & Keith, 1991; Kitson & 
Morgan, 1990). This is most likely because others who have experienced a divorce may 
provide the individual with assistance and support during the transition. As Hagestad 
(1988) has noted, the opposite situation exists with regard to parental death. Experiencing 
the death of a parent remains a normal life event, but it is increasingly a transition that is 
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faced by adult children m middle-age or beyond. It is estimated that for women bora in the 
1970s, nearly 90 percent wiU experience the death of their mother after reaching age 40 
(Winsborough, 1980). As a result of this demographic change, oflF-tune deaths may 
increasingly represent a crisis which finds the individual luprepared and with little peer 
support. 
While the life course perspective provides the initial rationale for arguing that 
parental death during childhood will have more negative effects on subsequent adult 
outcomes than parental divorce, attribution theory may be used to clarify this argument. 
Accordmg to Crittenden (1989), social psychologists developed attribution theory as a way 
to explain how people interpret and make sense of the events they encounter. One way that 
individuals attempt to understand their environment is through the attribution of events to 
causal sources. According to Heider (1958), "Attribution in terms of impersonal and 
personal causes...are everyday occurrences that determine much of our understanding of 
and reaction to our surroundings" (p. 16). Personal cause, or what is also known as internal 
causality, refers to the process of attributing responsibility for events to the personal 
qualities and traits of an individual. Impersonal cause, which is also termed external 
causality, refers to the process of attributing responsibility for events to environmental and 
situational circumstances that lie outside the individual. Heider (1958) argues that human 
beings are not content to simply observe their environment. Rather, they need to make 
sense of the situations and events they encounter by trying to assign either internal or 
external causality to them Consequently, the underlying causes of events, as attributed by 
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the individual, "give meaning to what he experiences...and are precipitated as the reality of 
the environment to which he then reacts" (Heider, 1958, p. 81). 
Gurin and Brim (1984) extend this argument by using attribution theory to provide a 
social psychological perspective on the prevalence and timing of life transitions. They 
suggest that when events are common or widespread m a society, they "encourage 
recognition of similarity" among the individuals who experience them. Acknowledgment of 
this similarity, in turn, is a "major determinant leading people to decide that the cause of an 
event lies in the circumstances, not in the person" (Gurin & Brim, 1984, p. 315). In other 
words, when certam experiences are common in a given society people are more likely to 
assign external rather than internal causality to the event. Gurin and Brim suggest that 
events which are rare or occur with less frequency, however, tend to 'heighten perception 
of uniqueness and difference from others". Therefore, experiencing an event alone or at a 
non-normative time may "greatly narrow the range of explanations, decisively lower the 
likelihood of situational explanations, and raise the probability that the person will focus on 
the self' (Gurin & Brim, 1984, p. 316). Rather than leading to an external assessment of 
causality, experiencing a rare or off-time transition is more likely to encourage the 
individual to assign internal causality to the event. This may be especially true for children, 
who tend to be acutely aware of the factors that make them different from their "normal" 
peers. According to Humphrey (1984), deviating from others in characteristics or 
experiences may be particularly stressful for children because it contradicts their need for 
"mutuality", or the desire to be like the other children they know. Events that make a 
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child difiTerent from others are likely to encourage the child to decide that the cause of the 
event lies in his or her actions, personality, or characteristics, rather than in situational or 
external circumstances. 
Applymg this approach to the current discussion, it is possible to argue that 
experiencmg parental divorce or death during childhood will lead to different causal 
attributions for these two events. While there is no "good" or "right" time to go through a 
parental divorce, individuals have become increaangly more likely over this century to have 
a number of peers who have been through the same experience (Hagestad, 1988). As this 
event has become more common and children identify with peers who have been in similar 
situations, they may be more likely to externalize the cause of parental divorce to factors 
and circumstances that lie outside of themselves. In contrast, Hagestad (1988) has noted 
that the death of a parent has become less common over the last century, and therefore, is 
likely to be more traumatic than it has been in the past. Therefore, it is possible that 
children who experience parental death may tend to assign internal causality to the loss 
because experiencing a rare event narrows the range of possible explanations and 
encourages people to think that it is something about them that caused the event to happen 
(Gurin & Brim, 1984). 
The type of attributions that individuals make for the underlying causes of events 
have direct implications for the outcomes and behaviors that are observed in relation to 
specific experiences. For example, Gjerde, Block, and Block (1988) have suggested that 
well-established gender differences in the expression of depressive symptoms among 
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adolescents can be explained by differences in how boys and girls are socialized to make 
causal attributions for negative events. They argue that boys are usually socialized to 
attribute responsibility for stressful events to atuational circumstances that lie outside of 
their control. As a result, they are likely to respond to unpleasant situations with an overt 
or external expression of aggression, or an externalized pattern of behaviors. Gjerde and his 
colleagues suggested that in contrast, girls are more often socialized to attribute 
responsibility for negative events to internal factors such as their own personal qualities and 
characteristics. Consequently, they are likely to turn inward and become passive or self-
focused m response to stressfiil situations and events, or express an internalized pattern of 
behaviors. In support of then- position, Gjerde et aL (1988) found that male adolescents 
with depressive tendencies did manifest an externalized pattern of response to negative 
events, including behaviors that were antagonistic, unrestrained, discontented with self^ and 
unconventional in thought. These young men also described themselves as bemg relatively 
aggressive and alienated from their social surroundings. Female adolescents tended to 
withhold or internalize depression-related feelings associated with negative events tliat they 
thought would be aversive to others. Depressive tendencies in these young women were 
closely related to introspection and low self-esteem, and in some cases even self-dislike. 
Other researchers have used similar argiunents to explam gender differences m adult 
depression (Hammen & Padesky, 1977; Nolen-Hoeksema, 1987). 
It is also possible to use this argument to theorize why experiencing parental divorce 
or death during childhood may be associated with specific outcomes in adulthood. If 
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parental divorce is an increasingly common experience in American society, then individuals 
who experience this event may tend to attribute responsibility for the family disruption to 
situational factors or circumstances that lie outside of themselves. This idea is consistent 
with research that has demonstrated that children often respond to divorce with feelings of 
anger and blame toward one or both of their parents (Wallerstem & Kelly, 1980). A causal 
attribution which assigns blame to parents for a divorce is most likely to lead to an 
externalized pattern of behaviors and outcomes in the child. If pa''ental .death has become 
much less common in American society, however, then individuals who experience this 
event tnay tend to attribute responsibility for the family disruption to traits or qualities that 
they possess. This would help explam why children often respond to the death of a parent 
with guilt or remorse (Klein, 1940; Stroebe et al., 1994), and symptoms of depression such 
as loss of appetite, insomnia, nightmares, and nausea (Gray, 1987; Meshot & Leitner, 
1993). An attribution which assigns blame for the death of a parent to personal actions or 
characteristics is most likely to lead lO an internalized pattern of behaviors and outcomes in 
the child. Although this argument is consistent with several studies which have found that 
parental divorce is related to extemalizmg problems among children, while parental death is 
more strongly associated with internalizing problems (Fehier et al., 1975; Felner et al., 
1981; Sandler et al, 1992), it is not clear if these pattems persist into adulthood. 
Because the preceding argument may not apply to children at all ages of cognitive 
development (e.g., older children may be much less likely to blame themselves for a parental 
death than younger children), another explanation for why experiencing parental divorce or 
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parent death in childhood may manifest in difiFerent extemalizmg-intemalizing behavior 
patterns in adulthood is provided by social learning theory. This perspective is based on tlie 
idea that human behavior can be socially transmitted, either deUberately or inadvertently, by 
watching people act and observing the consequences of their actions (Bandura & Walters, 
1959). Modeling refers to the tendency for individuals to reproduce the actions, attitudes, 
or emotional responses displayed by others. Parental reaction to specific events may be 
particularly important for the modeling of certain behaviors. For example, several 
researchers have suggested that exposure to conflict events is likely to contribute to a 
context in which aggressive child behaviors are modeled and reinforced (Cummings & 
Cummings, 1988; Emeiy, 1982; Patterson, 1976). Tlierefore, children who have a history 
of family conflict, which is often the case with divorce, may be particularly likely to model 
aggressive or externalized parental behaviors. Emotional reactions to widowhood, on the 
other hand, are much more likely to be characterized by responses such as guilt, sadness, 
anxiety, and depression (Fenison, 1986; Gallagher et al., 1983; Parkes, 1972; Stroebe et al., 
1988). Consequently, children who experience the death of a parent may be much more 
likely than the children of divorce to model passive or internalized parental behaviors. 
Research writh a community sample of bereaved families has demonstrated that parental 
psychological distress is associated with increased mental health problems among children 
(Van Eerdewegh, Bieri, Parilla, & Clayton, 1982). Whether or not these patterns persist 
into adulthood, however, has not been determined by the empirical research to date. 
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Although the previous arguments have suggested that childhood family disruption 
may have a direct nifluence on the well-being of children, another alternative is that a 
mediational mechanism may link these two phenomena. For example, there is a growing 
body of research which suggests that the parenting behaviors of depressed parents place a 
child at risk for developing a variety of adjustment problems (Downey & Coyne, 1990). 
Ge, Conger, Lorenz, and Simons (1994) found that stressful life events have a positive 
effect on the depressed mood of a parent and increase his or her use of harsh, hostile, and 
mconsistent parentmg behaviors. These negative parenting practices, in tiun, placed the 
child at mcreased risk for the development of depresrive symptoms. Downey and Coyne 
(1990) also suggest that depressed parents demonstrate high levels of hostility and 
negativity toward their children, and tend to choose parenting strategies that involve Uttle 
cognitive effort such as demanding obedience or withdrawing from child resistance. Several 
researchers suggest that use of these types of strategies may socialize children to resolve 
conflict through coercion or withdrawal (Kochanska, Kucj^nsld, Radke-Yarrow, & Welsh, 
1987; Kuczynski, 1984). These studies indicate that when custodial parents demonstrate 
self-involved, erratic, hostile, or irritable behaviors following divorce or death of a spouse, 
the child may be placed at risk for developmg both externalizing and internalizing behavior 
problems. 
Tlie Conceptual Model 
Based on the review of empirical evidence and guided by the life course perspective, 
attribution theory, and social learning theory, this study proposes that both parental divorce 
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and parental death during childhood have important, but distinct, consequences for social 
and personal well-bemg in adulthood. Hypothesized relationships between the concepts are 
summarized in Figure 1. This model is designed to address several questions regarding the 
role of childhood family structure in determmmg subsequent adult outcomes that have not 
been addressed in previous research. The first question considers the direct effect of 
childhood family structure on parent-child relationships and individual well-being in 
adulthood. Several studies have suggested that parental loss during childhood has long-
term negative consequences for both &niily-level and individual-level outcomes (Amato & 
Booth, 1991; Brown & Harris, 1978; Lye et al., 1995; White, 1994), but the present study 
extends these findings by providhig a theoretical rationale for why specific types of losses in 
childhood may be associated with differential effects that persist mto adulthood. This model 
also differs fi-om those examined in other studies by considering the possibihty that the 
impact of childhood family structure on adult well-bemg is transnutted mdirectly through its 
association with parent-child relationship quality. A third aspect of this model which has 
not been addressed in previous research involves the role of parent-child relationship quality 
as a moderator between childhood family structwe and well-being in adulthood. Commonly 
referred to in the literature as the stress buffering hypothesis (e.g., Landerman, George, 
Campbell, & Blazer, 1989) it is possible that the stress of life events such as parental 
divorce and parental death has a more negative effect on individual well-being under 
conditions of low support (or parent-child relationship quality) than under conditions of 
high support. 
Childhood 
Family Structure 
Individual 
Well-Being 
Parent-Child 
Relationship Quality 
Figure 1 
Tlie Conceptual Model 
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The underlying premise of this study is that different experiences have distinct 
effects on individuals. Therefore, the direct effects of childhood family structure on adult 
outcomes are expected to vary accordmg to the specific types of comparisons that are being 
made. Amato and Keith (1991) indicate that the usual analytic strategy in the literature has 
been to compare adults u^o experienced parental divorce as children with those whose 
parents were continuously married. The present study extends this approach by making two 
additional sets of comparisons. First, adults who experienced parental death m childhood 
are compared with those who grew up in intact families. Second, adults who experienced 
parental death are directly compared with those who experienced parental divorce. Because 
this strategy provides a more thorough analysis of chUdhood family structure, the findings 
fi'om this study should present a more realistic picture of the long-term effects of parental 
divorce and parental death than the one that has emerged fi-om previous research. 
Drawing on the existing literature which suggests that divorce has negative effects 
on family solidarity (Aquilino, 1994; Cooney & Uhlenberg, 1992; White, 1994) and 
individual well-being (Amato & Booth, 1991; McLanahan & Booth, 1989; Seltzer, 1994), it 
is hypothesized in the first set of comparisons that adults raised by divorced parents will 
have poorer parent-child relationship quality (Arrow B), lower levels of self-confidence 
(Arrow A), and higher levels of psychological distress (Arrow A) than adults raised by both 
biological parents. It is also predicted that parent-child relationship quality may mediate or 
moderate the association between childhood family structure and adult well-being. A given 
variable is said to fimction as a mediator when it transmits the effect of another variable 
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(Baron & Kenny, 1986). In the proposed model, the effect of childhood family structure on 
self-confidence and psychological distress in adulthood is expected to be mediated by 
contemporaiy parent-child relationship quality (Arrows B and C) when comparing adults 
raised by divorced parents with those raised in intact families. A given variable is said to be 
a moderator if it affects the dkection or the strength of the relationship between two other 
variables (Baron & Kenny, 1986; Clearly & Kessler, 1982). The proposed model 
hypothesizes that the association between childhood family structure and adult self-
confidence and psychological distress is stronger among individuals who have low levels of 
parent-child relationship quality than mdividuals who have high levels of relationship quality 
(Arrow D) when comparing adults raised by divorced parents to those raised in intact 
families. 
A second set of hypotheses were developed m regard to experiencmg parental death 
during childhood. Based on a limited amount of empirical research that suggests death has 
negative effects on survivors (Birtchnell, 1970; Dietrich, 1984; Dizmang, 1969; Lloyd, 
1980), it is hypothesized that adults who were raised by widowed parents will have lower 
parent-child relationship quality (Arrow B), lower levels of self-confidence (Arrow A), and 
higher levels of psychological distress (Arrow A) than adults who were raised in intact 
families. The effect of childhood family structure on self-confidence and psychological 
distress in adulthood is also expected to be mediated by parent-child relationship quality 
(Arrows B and C) when comparing adults raised by widowed parents to those raised in 
intact families. A final possibility is that the association between childliood family structure 
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and adult well-being is moderated by parent-child relationship quality. It is hypothesized 
that cUldhood femily structure has a stronger effect on self-confidence and psychological 
distress when individuals have low levels of parent-child relationship quality than when 
mdividuals have high levels of relationship quality (Arrow D) in this set of comparisons. 
Because so few studies directly conq)are adults who experienced parental death as 
children to those who experienced parental divorce, this study draws on several theoretical 
perspectives to develop hypotheses regarding the nature of effects resulting fi-om these 
different experiences. Based on the life course perspective and attribution theory h is 
hypothesized that experiencing parental divorce will have a negative effect on parent-child 
relationships, while parental death will have a negative effect on personal well-being. This 
is because conflict events such as divorce are likely to manifest in externalizing behaviors 
(Cummings & Cimunings, 1988; Emery, 1982; Patterson, 1976), which may in turn cause 
lasting damage to the relationships between custodial parents and their children. In 
contrast, major loss events such as parental death are more likely to manifest in internalizing 
behaviors (Felner et al., 1981; Sandler et al., 1992), which may overtime cause more 
serious damage to mdividual well-being. This position is consistent with social learning 
theory which suggests that children are likely to model behaviors they observe in regard to 
specific events. If children are exposed to high levels of anger and parental conflict during 
the process of divorce (Wallerstein, 1985), then they are likely to reproduce these behaviors 
in their own relationships. If parents respond to the death of tlieir spouse with feelings such 
as guilt, sadness, and anxiety (Gallagher et al., 1983; Parkes, 1972; Stroebe et al., 1988), 
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then these are the behaviors that children are most likely to model. Specifically, it is 
hypothesized that adults raised by widowed parents will have better parent-child 
relationship quality (Arrow B), but lower levels of self-confidence (Arrow A), and higher 
levels of psycholo^cal distress (Arrow A) than adults raised by divorced parents. This 
model also predicts that parent-child relationship quality will mediate the association 
between childhood family structure and adult well-bemg (Arrows B and C) when comparing 
adults raised by widowed parents to adults raised by divorced parents. A moderating effect 
is also hypothesized. The association between childhood fiimily structure and adult self-
confidence and psychological distress is expected to be stronger among individuals who 
have low levels of parent-child relationship quality than mdividuals who have high levels of 
relationship quality (Arrow D) when making this set of comparisons. 
Each model also controls for several variables that are thought to influence family 
relationships and individual well-bemg in adulthood. Current characteristics of adult 
children, for example, are likely to shape the nature of the relationships that they have with 
their parents as well as influence different indicators of well-being. Previous research has 
found that adult daughters report greater affective closeness with parents than adult sons 
(Rossi & Rossi, 1990) and that intergenerational ties are closer in Afncan American families 
than in White families (Umberson, 1992). Younger individuals, persons with less education, 
and those who are not married typically display lower self-esteem and more depressive 
symptoms than older, highly educated, and married individuals (Kessler, Price, & Wortman, 
1985; Mirowsky & Ross, 1989; Newman, 1989). For these reasons, each model controls 
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for gender, age, education level, marital status, and race of the respondent. Because 
researchers have generally failed to examme gender differences m the relationships between 
childhood iamily structure and adult outcomes (McLeod, 1991), each set of models also 
hypothesizes that parental losses will have stronger associations with family relationships 
and well-being outcomes for women than for men. This hypothesized moderating effect is 
based on the argument that females are more likely to be socialized to make mteraal 
attributions for negative events than males (Gjerde et aL, 1988). Other researchers have 
suggested that ^Is are more likely than boys to define their identities through intimate 
relationships (Chodorow, 1978; GHlligan, 1982), and therefore, disruptions in parent-child 
relations may influence the well-being of girls more strongly than the well-being of boys. 
It is also possible that childhood femily circumstances have long-term effects on 
contemporary family relationships and personal well-being. For example, some researchers 
argue that the effects of family disruption may be directly linked to socioeconomic status in 
the fanuly of origin (Acock & Kiecoh, 1989; Amato & Keith, 1991; Demo & Acock, 1988). 
Other researchers contend that the presence of a same-sex stepparent may be problematic 
for children who experience family disruption, while the arrival of an opposite-sex 
stepparent presents few problems and may even be beneficial over time for some individuals 
(Amato, 1993; Hetherington et al., 1985; Needle et al., 1990). Another altemative is that 
the effects of parental divorce or parental death are dependent on the age of the child when 
the family disruption occurred. There is some evidence that divorce, for example, is related 
to the highest number of behavior problems among children who are younger than age 5 or 
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older than age 12 at the time of marital separation (Zill, 1988). Accordingly, whether or not 
the family ever received public assistance, the presence of a stepparent, and age of the child 
at disruption are included in each appropriate model to control for the long-term effects of 
childhood family cu-cumstances. 
A final alternative is that parent-child relationships and individual well-being ui 
adulthood are influenced by the current characteristics of the parent. With increasing age 
and decreasing health, parents are more likely to place demands on relationsliips with their 
children. Rossi and Rossi (1990) found that adult children, especially daughters, feel less 
close to parents who are m poor health than to parents who are m good health. They 
suggested that poor health ahers interaction and help reciprocity between children and their 
parents because it increases the need for assistance and personal caregiving. Increasing age 
and poor health may also have a negative effect on well-being because it might trigger some 
emotional distancing by remindmg adult children of the eventual death of their parent (Rossi 
& Rossi, 1990). Age and health of the custodial parent are included in each model to 
control for his or her current characteristics. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
METHODS 
Sample 
Data for this study were collected as part of the first wave of the National Survey of 
Families and Households (NSFH). This survey consisted of personal interviews with a 
national probability sample of 13,017 respondents representing the noninstitutional United 
States population age 19 and older (Sweet, Bimipass, & Call, 1988). Funding for the 
survey was provided by the Center for Population Research of the National Institute of 
Child Health and Human Development, under Grant HD 21009. The NSFH originally 
developed m response to a growing recognition of the limitations that available data 
presented m studying the causes and consequences of changing family and household 
structure. During the 1980s, most of the research on family structure was based on data 
from large national samples which had originally been collected for some other purpose 
(e.g., the Panel Study of Income Dynamics, the National Longitudinal Surveys of Labor 
Market Experience, and the Current Population Survey). The use of secondary data in this 
area was problematic because it was diflBcult to gain knowledge about the effects of family 
structure irom studies that were designed to examine demographic or economic issues. For 
example, studies that were not specifically designed to investigate the consequences of 
divorce tended to either exclude, or poorly operationalize, many theoretically important 
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variables, such as time since the separation or post-divorce living arrangements (Demo & 
Acock, 1988; Kitson & Morgan, 1990). As a result, researchers consistently documented 
the demographic determinants and consequences of divorce, but produced less empirical 
information on how divorce was related to relationship quality, family processes, or social-
psychological factors (White, 1990). 
Recognizing the unportance of an improved imderstanding of both the structiu-e and 
functioning of American families, the NSFH was designed as a national study that would 
permit research on a variety of family experiences and life course events. In order to avoid 
the problems encountered when using existing data sets, it was clear that the survey should 
focus almost exclusively on family issues and cover a broad range of family structures, 
processes, and relationships. The principle investigators also determined that the NSFH 
should involve large scale data collection from a national probability sample so that 
generalizations could be made to the United States population as a whole. The survey 
design also called for a large sample size in order to accomimodate subgroup comparisons 
and produce reliable statistical estimation. Therefore, the underlying philosophy of the 
NSFH survey design was; 
that a data set covering a broad range of family issues should be developed; 
that the content of the survey be guided by scientific priorities; that the data 
set should be a resource for the research community at large; and that a 
cross-sectional survey, including appropriate retrospective questions, 
should be the immediate goal, but that it should be planned as the first 
round of a longitudinal design (Sweet et al., 1988, p. 10). 
In adhering to these objectives, the designers of the NSFH hoped to create a data set which 
58 
would allow researchers to test a wide range of competing hypotheses about different 
aspects of the American family from a variety of theoretical perspectives. 
The main sample for the NSFH was a national, multi-stage area probability sample 
containmg over 17,000 housing units drawn from 100 sampling areas in the continental 
United States. The NSFH also included a double sampling of African Americans, Puerto 
Ricans, Mexican Americans, single-parent families, families with stepchildren, cohabiting 
couples, and recently married persons. This oversample was selected by doubling the 
nimiber of households drawn within the oiigiaal 100 sampling areas. Within each of the 
primary sampling units, an average of 17 block groups were selected as secondaiy sampling 
units. Listmg areas containing 45 or more households were then created within each of the 
1,700 secondary sanqiling imits. One listmg area was selected from each secondary 
sampling unit and approximately 20 housmg units were selected from each listing area for 
inclusion in the sample. 
After verifying the accuracy of addresses, an introductory cover letter was sent to 
each selected household. The letter contained information about the survey and indicated 
when an mtervdewer would visit the household to complete a screening form. The purpose 
of the screener was to randomly select a respondent from among the adult members of the 
household. Persons age 18 and yoimger were generally ineli^ble to be interviewed, but 
they were included as a potential respondent if they were currently married or if they lived 
in a household that did not have a member who was age 19 or older. These exceptions 
made it possible to represent all married couples and essentially all households. Only 31 
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respondents, or .2 percent of the total sample, were age 18 or yomiger and 25 of these 
individuals were married. The researchers who designed the NSFH had origmally intended 
to define the target population as age 18 and older, but they changed the age criteria to 19 
m order to minimize the number of high school students who were selected as the primary 
respondent. Young adults who were "currently away at college and live m a dorm, sorority, 
or fi^temity house" or "currently away m the Armed Forces and live in military housing or 
on a ship" were included as members of the household and were eligible for the study if they 
were age 19 or older. All household members who were eligible for selection as the 
reqiondent were listed in order from youngest to oldest, with those having the same age 
listed alphabetically by their first name. The primary respondent was then randomly 
selected from among the eligible adults m the household by the use of a Kish (1965) 
selection table. 
At the time of initial contact, the interviewer attempted to administer the main 
mterview schedule to the primary respondent. The average interview lasted one hour and 
forty minutes and included several self-administered sections to facilitate the collection of 
senshive information and to ease the flow of the interview. Respondents completed several 
retrospective sequences including one detailing family living arrangements during childhood. 
When appropriate, a shorter self'administered questionnaire was also given to the spouse or 
cohabiting partner of the primary respondent. In cases where the primary respondent was 
an adult son or daughter living in the parental home, a tertiary questionnaire was filled out 
by the householder. If the primary respondent was not available at the time of initial 
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contact, an appointment was made to conduct the interview at a later date. When the 
spouse, partner, or tertiaiy respondent was not available, the questionnaire was left at the 
household and arrangements were made for the interviewer to pick it up at a specified time. 
Secondary respondent questionnaires were not left to be filled out unless the interview with 
the primary respondent was successfiilly completed. Survey field work for the first wave of 
the NSFH began in March of 1987 and was completed in May of 1988. The response rate 
for the total sample of primary respondents was 74.3 percent. 
A brief demographic profile of the individuals who participated in tlie first wave of 
the NSFH indicates that there were 7,790 female (59.8%) and 5,227 male (40.2%) 
respondents. They were primarily white (72.4%) and ranged in age fi-om 16 to 95 years 
old, with a median age of 38 years. Over half of the respondents (52.9%) reported that they 
were married at the time of data collection. The number of completed years of education 
ranged fi-om 0 to 20, with a median education level of 12 years. A majority of the 
respondents (62.4 %) reported that they were currently working for pay in a job. Total 
family income, summed over all related persons to the household, ranged fi'om 0 to 
$988,700, with a median income of $21,069. 
The analyses which were conducted for the present study were based on the reports 
of4,507 respondents who met several sample restrictions that were imposed to increase 
comparability across family types. Information about parental marital status during the 
respondent's childhood and at the time of the NSFH data collection was used to construct 
an intact family structure comparison group (n = 3,598). Respondents were included in this 
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group if they lived with both their biological mother and biological father from the time they 
were bom until age 19 or until they left home to be on their own, and if both of their 
parents were still living and married to each other. Current marital status of the parents was 
included as a criterion for the intact family structure group in order to control for the 
potential effects of later life family disruption on relationship quality and individual well-
being. 
Respondents who indicated that they did not live with both of their biological 
parents from the time they were bora until age 19 or until they left home to be on thek own 
were asked a series of questions that were used to determine their placement in a disrupted 
childhood family structure group. Respondents who mdicated that they experienced one 
family disruption before age 19, that the type of parent they stopped living with was a 
biological or adoptive father, that the reason they stopped livmg with their father was a 
divorce, and that their mother was still living were placed in a divorced mother custody 
group (n = 537). Respondents who indicated that they experienced one family disruption 
during childhood, that they stopped living with a biological or adoptive father, that the 
reason they stopped living with their father was because he died, and that their mother was 
still livdng were placed in a widowed mother custody group (n = 226). Respondents who 
reported that they experienced one family disruption during childhood, that they stopped 
livmg with a biological or adoptive mother because of a divorce, and that their father was 
still living were placed in a divorced father custody group (n = 75). Finally, respondents 
who reported that they experienced one family disruption before age 19, that they stopped 
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living with a biological or adoptive mother because she died, and that their father was still 
living were placed in a widowed father custody group (n = 71). 
The decision to exclude respondents who experienced multiple family disruptions 
during childhood was made because considerable variation exists among children who do 
not live with both biological parents imtil leaving home to be on their own. A common 
problem for researchers who study family structure is that "a foil history provides data that 
are, in some sense, too rich" (Martinson & Wu, 1992, p. 353). The implication of this 
statement is that it is difficult to isolate the effects of a particular disruption from the effects 
of multiple disruptions which occur for a variety of reasons. The frequency distributions of 
respondents in the NSFH who experienced at least one family disruption before the age of 
19 because of either a parental divorce or death are presented in Table 1. Of the 
respondents whose first disruption was a parental divorce, over 45 percent (n = 646) 
experienced one or more subsequent family disruptions during their childhood. Among 
respondents whose first disruption was the death of a parent, ahnost 35 percent (n = 417) 
experienced multiple family disruptions before leaving home to be on their own. It is clear 
from these figures that although the majority of respondents report only one childliood 
disruption, a substantial number of respondents experienced one or more disruptions in 
addition to a parental divorce or death. To control for the confounding effects of multiple 
family disruptions, respondents who experienced only one disruption before the age of 19, 
either througli parental divorce or death, were selected for this study. In comparisons that 
mvolve adults who experienced parental divorce as children, each model also includes a 
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Table 1 
Frequency Distribution of Family Disruptions for Respondents Whose Fbst Disruption Was 
Parental Divorce or Parental Death 
First disnrotion was divorce First disruption was death 
Number of Number of Percent Number of Percent 
EHsruptions Cases Cases 
One 786 54.9% 780 65.2% 
Two 473 33.0% 370 30.9% 
Three 134 9.4% 43 3.6% 
Four 39 2.7% 4 .3% 
Total 1,432 100.0% 1,197 100.0% 
variable that mdicates whether or not the noncustodial parent is still living to control for the 
confounding eflfects of parental death during adulthood. 
On average, the demographic characteristics of respondents m these subgroups do 
not appear to vary significantly fi-om those of the total NSFH sample. A breakdown of 
demographic variables for the entire NSFH sample and for the subsample used in the 
current study is presented in Table 2. The two samples were very similar in terms of gender 
and racial composition. In both samples, over half of the respondents were female and 
about three-fourths identified themselves as white. The total NSFH sample was more 
normally distributed across age than the subsample, wdiich was slightly skewed toward 
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Table 2 
Frequency EHstributions of Demographic Characteristics by Total Sample and Study Sample 
Total NSFH Sample Study Sample 
Demographic N= 13,017 n = 4,507 
Ctutacteristic Niunber of Cases Percent Number of Cases Percent 
Gender 
Male 
Female 
5227 
7790 
40.2% 
59.8% 
1910 
2597 
42.4% 
57.6% 
Race 
African American 2391 
White 9419 
Hispanic 1005 
Native American 49 
Asian 127 
Other 1 
18.4% 
72.4% 
7.7% 
.4% 
1.0% 
.0"/o 
599 
3461 
367 
14 
64 
0 
13.3% 
76.8% 
8.1% 
.3% 
1.4% 
Age 
24 or younger 
25 to 34 
35 to 44 
45 to 54 
55 to 64 
65 or older 
1684 
3669 
2738 
1533 
1372 
2021 
12.9% 
28.2% 
21.0% 
11.8% 
10.5% 
15.5% 
990 
1975 
1157 
300 
75 
10 
22.0»/o 
43.8% 
25.7% 
6.7«/i 
1.7% 
.2% 
Marital Status 
Married 
Separated 
Divorced 
Widowed 
Never Married 
6882 
634 
1734 
1353 
2413 
52.9% 
4.9% 
13.3% 
10.4% 
18.5% 
2487 
186 
561 
73 
1200 
55.2% 
4.1% 
12.4% 
1.6% 
26 6% 
Years of Education 
12 or less 
13 to 14 
15 to 16 
17 to 18 
19 or more 
8030 
2022 
1848 
617 
500 
61.7% 
15.5% 
14.2% 
4.7% 
3.8% 
2215 
857 
901 
309 
225 
49.1% 
19.0% 
20.0% 
6.9»/o 
5.0% 
Family Income 
Below 14,000 
15.000 to 24,999 
25.000 to 34.999 
35,000 to 44,999 
45,000 to 54.999 
55,000 or more 
3700 
1799 
1452 
1077 
682 
4307 
28.4% 
13.8% 
11.2% 
8.3% 
5.2% 
916 
670 
599 
452 
324 
1546 
20.3% 
14.9% 
13.3% 
10.0% 
7.2»/i 
34.3% 
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younger adults. Over half of the total sample (58.8%) was age 35 or older, while the 
majority of the subsample (65.8%) was age 34 or younger. Although the percentage of 
married, separated, and divorced respondents was similar for both groups, respondents in 
the total sample were more likely to be widowed and less likely to have never married than 
respondents in the subsample. The subsample appears to have a little more education and 
to have slightly better financial stability than the total NSFH sample. The majority of 
respondents in the subsample (SO.9%) had at least one year of post-high school education, 
while 6 out of 10 respondents in the total sample (61.7%) had completed 12 or less years of 
formal education. In terms of total family income, over half of the respondents in the 
subsample (51.5%) had incomes which exceeded $35,000. The majority of respondents in 
the total sample (53.4%) reported a total family income of $34,999 or less, and only 46.6 
percent had incomes of $35,000 or more. Despite these differences, the respondents 
identified for this study appear to be comparable to the enthe NSFH sample. 
Measures 
Three adult outcome variables were examined as dependent variables in this study. 
The first variable, parent-child relationship quality, was measured by a single-item indicator 
which asked the respondent how they would describe their relationship with their biological 
mother. The same question was then asked in regard to their biological father. Response 
categories for this question varied according to a 7-pohit scale, where 1 indicated a very 
poor parent-child relationship and 7 indicated an excellent parent-child relationship. 
Altliough this hem measured only one aspect of family solidarity, relationship quality is 
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particularly relevant to the present analyses because researchers regard it as "the dunension 
of solidarity most deeply rooted in early family life" (Rossi & Rossi, 1990, p. 266). 
Relationship quality is also a strong indicator of family solidarity because it is not 
necessarily confounded by geographic proximity. Rossi and Rossi (1990), for example, 
found that while frequency of contact (associational solidarity) and help exchange 
(fimctional solidarity) were strongly determined by proximity of households, geographic 
distance between parents and adult children did not have a significant association witli 
relationship quality (afifective closeness). This finding implies not only that researchers must 
control for geographic distance when examining associational or fimctional solidarity, but 
also that relationship quality is m some sense a truer indicator of family solidarity because it 
is less dependent on a third variable (proximity) than other measures. 
Self-confidence, as an indicator of self-esteem, was the second dependent variable 
exammed in this study. It was measured by three items drawn fi-om the Rosenberg Self-
Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1979). The original version of the Rosenberg scale includes 
eight items and is widely used as a measure of global self-esteem, or "the individual's 
positive or negative attitude toward the self as a totality" (Rosenberg, Schooler, 
Schoenbach, & Rosenberg, 1995). During the late 1960s, Kohn and Schooler (1969) used 
orthogonal principal coicqionent factor analysis to suggest that the Rosenberg scale 
contamed both self-confidence and self-deprecation components. Several years later these 
same researchers used structural equation modeling to demonstrate that a two-factor model 
separatmg the positive and negative dimensions of self-esteem provided a better fit to the 
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data than the one-factor model originally proposed by Rosenberg (Kohn & Schooler, 1983). 
The three items used in the NSFH were taken from the self-confidence factor of the 
Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale. The respondent was asked to mdicate his or her agreement 
with the following statements: (a) "I feel that I am a person of worth, at least on an equal 
plane with others"; (b) "On the whole, I am satisfied with myself'; and (c) "I am able to do 
things as well as other people". Responses to these statements were scored from 1 
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) and the items were summed to create an uidex with 
a possible range of 3 to IS. The alpha reliability estimate of this measure was .660 for the 
subsample of respondents used in the present study. Although this measure fails to tap the 
negative dimension of self-esteem, empirical evidence suggests that it may be used as a 
rough proxy for a global or general self-esteem construct. In addition to providing support 
for the existence of both positive and negative self-esteem factors, Owens (1993) 
demonstrated that a second-order global self-esteem factor had a stronger influence on sclf-
confidence (gamma = .877) than on self-deprecation (gamma = -.637). This finduig 
suggests that the measure used in this study should provide a reasonable estimate of positive 
self-evaluation and some indication of global self-esteem. 
The final adult outcome variable considered in this study, psychological distress, was 
measured by a short form of the Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression Scale 
(CES-D). Rather than producing estimates of clinical depression or differentiating among 
types of depression, this scale was specifically designed to identify the presence of 
depressive symptoms among the general population. The short form of the CES-D was 
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developed by Ross and Huber (1985) and includes 12 items which are intended to tap the 
same somatic and negative affect factors first identified in the original version of the scale 
(Radloff^ 1977). These items asked the respondent to indicate how many days in the past 
week he or she had experienced the following symptoms of depression: (a) "I felt bothered 
by things that usually don't bother me"; (b) "I did not feel like eating, my appetite was 
poor"; (c) "I felt that I could not shake off the blues"; (d) "I had trouble keeping my mind 
on what I was doing"; (e) "I felt depressed"; (f) 'I felt that everything I did was an effort"; 
(g) "I feh fearfiil"; (h) "I slept restlessly"; (i) 'T talked less than usual"; (j) "1 felt lonely"; (k) 
"I feh sad"; and (1)" I felt that I could not get going". The number of days reported for 
each of the 12 items were summed to create a symptom score with a possible range of 0 to 
84. Cronbach's alpha for the CES-D scale using the subsample of respondents identified in 
this study was .932. 
Hypotheses regarding the extent to which early family life demonstrates persistent 
effects on parent-child relationship quality and psychological well-being in adulthood were 
tested by including a childhood family structure variable in each model. This variable was 
created with the same data that was originally used to determine the subsample for the 
study. Life history records of the family types experienced while growing up were used to 
place respondents in one of the follo^ng categories: intact, divorced mother custody, 
widowed mother custody, divorced father custody, or widowed father custody. Tliese 
categories were then combmed to create a series of dichotomous variables which allowed 
for comparisons between the different types of childhood family structures (e.g., intact 
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versus divorced mother custody). The coding of each family structure variable is noted 
before the description of results from each particular model. 
Several demographic variables that are likely to be related to both the quality of 
relations with parents and psychological well-being were also included in each model as 
control variables. Gender of the respondent was measured as a dichotomous variable with 
male coded 1 and female coded 0. Respondent age and years of formal education were 
both measured as continuous variables. The current marital status of the respondent was 
coded 1 for married and 0 for not married, which included separated, divorced, widowed, 
and never married respondents. Employment status was coded 1 if the respondent was 
v/orking for pay in a job at the time of data collection and 0 if the respondent was not 
working. Race of the respondent was coded 1 for Whhe, non-Hispanic and 0 for non-
White, which included African American, Hispanic, Native American, Asian, and other. 
Public assistance was coded 1 if the respondent's family of origin ever received this type of 
support and 0 if the respondent's family never received pubUc assistance. Step-parent was 
coded 1 if the respondent had ever lived with a non-biological parent and 0 if the 
respondent had never lived with a non-biological parent. Age that the respondent stopped 
living with a biological parent because of a family disruption was measured as a continuous 
variable. Similarly, age of the respondent's mother or father at the time of data collection 
were both measured as continuous variables. Health of the parent was rated by the 
respondent according to a 5-pohit scale, where 1 indicated very poor health and 5 indicated 
excellent health. Finally, status of the noncustodial parent was coded 1 if the parent was 
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Still living at the time of data collection and 0 if the noncustodial parent was deceased. 
7! 
CHAPTER FOUR 
RESULTS 
The results in this study are presented in two sections structured around the 
questions addressed and the types of comparisons bemg made. The first section examines 
how being raised by a mother, after a divorce or death, affects adult outcomes. Three sets 
of analyses are used to address this issue. The first set of analyses compares adults raised 
by divorced mothers to adults raised by both biolo^cal parents. The second set of analyses 
compares adults raised by widowed mothers to those raised in intact famihes. The final set 
of analyses in this section compares adults raised by widowed mothers to those raised by 
divorced mothers. The second section of results reports on parallel sets of analyses which 
were conducted to determine if being raised by a divorced or widowed father had significant 
effects on aduU outcomes. Ordinaiy least squares regression was used to test each of the 
hypotheses in this study. As noted, each model predicting self-confidence and 
psychological distress tested for the possible mediatmg and moderating effects of 
respondent gender and parent-child relationship quality. Only main effects are reported in 
cases where the interactions were not statistically significant. 
Mother-Child Analvses 
Table 3 presents the means and standard deviations for all of the study variables 
broken down by each family structure in which a respondent lived with his or her biological 
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Table 3 
Means and Standard Deviations for Study Variables by Intact, Divorced Mother Custody, 
and Widowed Mother Custody Childhood Family Structure 
Intact Divorced Mother Widowed Mother 
Custody Custody 
n = 3,183 n = 424 n=193 
Gender .43 (.50)* .37 (.48) .41 (.49) 
Age 31.93(8.21) 30.50 (9.39) 34.95(11.10) 
Education 13.64 (2.75) 12.79 (2.25) 12.92 (2.73) 
Marital Status .59 (.49) .42 (.49) .47 (.50) 
Employment Status .78 (.41) .74 (.44) .76 (.43) 
Race .82 (.39) .63 (.48) .66 (.47) 
Pubhc Assistance .05 (.21) .25 (.43) .20 (.40) 
Stqj-Parent .37 (.48) .25 (.44) 
Age at Disruption 8.16(5.17) 9.88(5.06) 
Mother's Age 58.00 (9.56) 55.15(10.73) 63.64(11.98) 
Mother's Health 3.74 (.87) 3.62 (.94) 3.48(95) 
Father AUve 1.00 (.00) .79 (.41) 
Relationship Quality 6.00 (1.23)''•'= 5.96(1.29)'' 6.03(1.35) 
Self-Confidence 12.45 (1.70)''-' 12.32(1.78)'' 12.03(1.95) 
Psychological 
Distress 
13.90 (15.52)''' 16.40(16.86) 19.03(19.78) 
Numbers in parentheses are standard deviations 
'' Significant difference between intact and divorced mother custody 
' Significant difference between intact and widowed mother custody 
** Significant difference between divorced mother custody and widowed mother custody 
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mother during childhood. These values were obtained as part of a correlational analysis 
which used a listwise deletion of missmg values. This procedure ensured that individual 
cases which were missmg data on any variable were excluded from all analyses. The 
reported means and standard deviations were obtamed in this manner to provide a more 
accurate description of the final sample that was exanmed in the study. Using listwise 
deletion of cases reduced the effective sample size for this particular set of analyses to 
3,800; 3,183 respondents who were raised by both biological parents, 424 respondents who 
were raised by a divorced mother, and 193 respondents who were raised by a widowed 
mother. 
Several significant differences among the dependent variables in this study emerged 
when mean values were compared across the three types of mother-child family structures. 
T-tests indicated that respondents who were raised by widowed mothers reported 
significantly higher levels of mother-child relationship quality than respondents in the other 
two groups. When comparing respondents who had experienced parental divorce to those 
who had experienced parental death, respondents who were raised by widowed mothers 
reported significantly higher levels of relationship quality than respondents who were raised 
by divorced mothers. Significant mean differences were also demonstrated when examining 
self-confidence. Respondents raised in intact families reported significantly higher levels of 
self-confidence than respondents in the other two groups. When comparing respondents 
who had experienced parental divorce to those who had experienced parental death, 
respondents raised by divorced mothers reported significantly higher levels of self-
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confidence than respondents raised by widowed mothers. In the final set of comparisons, 
respondents raised in intact families reported significantly lower levels of psychological 
distress than respondents m the other two groups. A significant mean difference did not 
emerge, however, when comparing adults raised by divorced mothers to adults raised by 
widowed mothers. Bivariate correlations for each of the three mother-child comparison 
groups are presented in the Appendix, Tables Al, A2, and A3. 
Divorced Mother Custody Versus Intact Childhood Family Structure 
The first set of regression analyses considered whether children raised by divorced 
mothers experience more negative adult outcomes than children raised in intact families. 
This issue was addressed by the inclusion of a childhood family structure variable which was 
coded 1 if the respondent had been raised by their mother following a divorce and 0 if the 
respondent had been raised by both biological parents. Table 4 shows the unstandardized 
ordinary least squares regression coefiBcients fi'om multiple regression analyses in which 
childhood family structure predicted adult outcomes. The first column of this table presents 
the results for the regression predicting mother-child relationship quality. As shown in tlie 
table, the majority of background variables had statistically significant associations with 
relationship quality. Conastent with prior research, education had a significant nepatrve 
effect on mother-child relationship quality (b = -.029). Relationship quality was also lower 
among White respondents (b = -.385) than ethnic minorities and among respondents who 
reported that their fathers were still living (b = -.355). Marital status of the respondent (b = 
. 128) and age and health of the mother (b = .008 and b == .284, respectively) all had 
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Table 4 
Unstaodaifzed OLS Regression Coefficients Predicting Adult Outcomes, Divorced Mother 
Custody Versus Intact Childhood Family Structure 
Relationship Quality Self-Confidence Psychological Distress 
Gender .072 (.041)* -.091 (.057) -2.232** (.521) 
Age -.006 (.004) -.002 (.006) -.073 (.050) 
Education -.029** (.008) .119** (.011) -.339** (.097) 
Marital Status .128** (.040) .105 (.057) -4.807** (.520) 
Employment Status -.051 (.049) .080 (.069) -1.936** (.629) 
Race -.385** (.050) -.045 (.071) -1.071 (.649) 
Public Askance -.048 (.080) -.116(.114) 1.106(1.032) 
Step-Parent .077 (.115) -.065 (.163) 2.407(1.479) 
Mother's Age .008* (.003) .007 (.005) -.061 (.043) 
Mother's Health .284»* (.023) .087** (.033) -1.685** (.304) 
Father Alive -.355* (.138) -.007 (.197) 1.150(1.765) 
Family Structure -.210* (.082) .067 (.115) -.194(1.059) 
Relationship Quality .161** (.023) -1.198** (.209) 
Constant 5.691 9.160 42.818 
R- .059 .060 .075 
' Numbers in parentheses are standard errors 
* Significant at the .05 level, ** significant at the .01 level 
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significant positive efiects on relationship quality. The other control variables m the model 
did not have statistically significant efifects on the dependent variable. As predicted, 
childhood family structure demonstrated a significant negative effect on mother-child 
relationship quality in adulthood (b = -.210). Given the dummy coding used for the family 
structure variable, this mdicates that adults raised by divorced mothers reported significantly 
lower relationship quality than adults raised in intact families. This finding provides 
additional support for a growing body of literature that has documented a consistent 
negative effect of divorced single-parent family structure on family solidarity. 
The second column of Table 4 presents the results fi'om the regression predicting 
self-confidence. In this model, only two of the background variables had significant effects 
on the dependent variable. Self-confidence was highest among respondents with more years 
of education (b = . 119) and among those who reported that their mother was in good 
physical health (b = .087). Contrary to expectations, childhood family structure did not 
have a significant effect on self-confidence. Taking the coding of the family structure 
variable into account, this finding indicates that respondents who were raised by divorced 
mothers did not have significantly lower levels of self-confidence in adulthood than 
respondents who were raised in mtact families. Mother-child relationship quality did, 
however, have a significant positive effect on the dependent variable (b = .161). 
Respondents who reported better relationship quality had significantly higher levels of self^ 
confidence than respondents who indicated that they had poor relationships with their 
mothers. 
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Results from the regression predictmg psychological distress are presented in the 
third column of Table 4. Several control variables had significant eflFects on the dependent 
variable in this model. Consistent with the findings of prior research, gender (-2.232) and 
education (-.339) both had significant negative effects on psychological distress. Also as 
expected, psychological distress was lower among married (b== -4.807) and employed (b = 
-1.936) respondents when compared to respondents who were not married and unemployed 
at the time of data collection. Current health status of the mother, as reported by the 
respondent, was the final background variable that demonstrated a significant relationship 
with psychological distress. Respondents who indicated that their mother was m good 
physical health reported significantly lower levels of psychological distress than respondents 
whose mothers were in poor heath (b = -1.685). Similar to the results for the model 
predicting self-confidence, childhood family structure did not have a significant direct effect 
on psychological distress in adulthood. Mother-child relationship quality did demonstrate a 
significant negative effect on self-confidence (b = -1.198), which indicated that respondents 
who reported high levels of relationship quality have lower levels of psychological distress 
than respondents who reported poor mother-child relationship quality. 
While it is surpri^g that childhood family structure did not have a direct influence 
on either self-confidence or p^chological distress, there was evidence to support the 
hypothesis that the effects of this variable were transmitted indirectly through its influence 
on mother-child relationship quality. This is because statistically significant bivariate 
relationships between childhood family structure and self-confidence (r = -.025, p < . 10) 
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and between childhood family structure and psychological distress (r = .051, p < .05) were 
no longer significant when mother-child relationship quality was controlled. Under these 
conditions, relationship quality is said to mediate the relationship between childhood family 
structure and adult well-bemg. There was no evidence in these models, however, that the 
association between childhood family structure and self-confidence or psychological distress 
was moderated by gender or mother-child relationship quality. 
Widowed Mother Custody Versus Intact Childhood Familv Structure 
The second set of regression models considered whether children raised by widowed 
mothers have more negative adult outcomes than children raised in intact families. This 
comparison was made by mcludmg a childhood family structure variable in each model 
which was coded 1 if the respondent had been raised by their mother following the death of 
their father and 0 if the respondent had been raised by both biological parents. The results 
fi-om regressions predicting relationship quality are shown in the first column of Table 5. In 
regard to the background variables, age (b= -.009), education (b = -.030), and race of tlie 
respondent (b = -.419) all had significant negative effects on contemporary mother-child 
relationship quality. Marital status of the respondent (b = . 144), age of the mother (b= 
.011), and the mother's current health status (b = .279) all demonstrated significant positive 
associations with relationship quality. The other control variables in this model did not have 
significant effects on the dependent variable. Coimter to the hypothesized association, 
childhood family structure also failed to have a significant effect on mother-child 
relationship quality. 
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Table 5 
Unstandardized OLS Regression CoefScients Predicting Adult Outcomes, Widowed 
Mother Custody Versus Intact Childhood Family Structure 
Relationship Quality Self-Confidence P^chological Distress 
Gender .035 (.041)' -.125* (.060) -2.113** (.536) 
Age -.009* (.004) -.005 (.006) -.070 (.051) 
Education -.030** (.008) .128** (.011) -.380** (.099) 
Marital Status .144** (.041) .121* (.058) -4.974** (.536) 
Employment Status -.001 (.050) .073 (.071) -1.733** (.653) 
Race -.419** (.052) -.150* (.074) -.608 (.680) 
Public Asiastance .016 (.091) -.232 (.127) 1.614(1.167) 
Step-Parent -.148 (.185) .106 (.260) -2.461 (2.389) 
Mother's Age .011** (.024) .006 (.005) -.067 (.044) 
Mother's Health .279** (.003) .097** (.034) -1.875** (.314) 
Family Structure .062 (.099) -.634** (.171) 4.458** (1.300) 
Relationship Quality .159** (.023) -1.053** (.216) 
Family Structure * 
Gender 
Constant 5.256 
.693** (.242) 
9.237 44.128 
R^ .060 .072 .076 
' Numbers in parentheses are standard errors 
* Significant at the .05 level, ** significant at the .01 level 
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The second column of Table 5 presents the results from the regression predicting 
self-coniidence. Several of the control variables in this model had significant effects on the 
dependent variable. Self-confidence was significantly lower among women (b = -. 125) and 
ethnic minorities (b = -.150) when compared to male and White respondents. Education 
level (b = . 128), marital status (b =. 121), and health status of the mother (b = .097) all had 
significant positive effects on self-confidence. As expected, childhood family structure 
demonstrated a significant negative efiFect on self-confidence (b = -.634). Taking the coding 
of the family structure variable into account, this finding indicates that self-confidence was 
significantly lower among respondents who were raised by widowed mothers than among 
respondents who were raised by both biological parents. Mother-child relationship quality 
was the final variable in this particular model that had a significant effect on self-confidence 
(b = .159). 
In addition to the observed direct eSects, this model also provided support for the 
hypothesis that the effect of childhood family structure on self-confidence was modified by 
gender of the respondent. As shown m the second column of Table 5, the interaction effect 
between childhood family structure and gender was statistically significant. The constant in 
this model (9.237) represents the effect of gender on self-confidence among respondents 
who were raised in intact families (those who scored 0 on the childhood family structure 
variable). This intercept term can also be interpreted as the mean score on self-confidence 
for women raised m intact families. The mean score on self-confidence for men raised in 
mtact families was 9.112. This term was calculated by addmg the constant to the 
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unstandardized regression coeflBcient for gender (9.237 - . 125). The unstandardized 
coefficient of the family structure variable (b = -.634) represents the slope of the effect of 
childhood family structure on self-confidence among women. The interpretation of this 
coefficient indicates that controlling for the other variables in the model, self-confidence is 
.634 units lower for women raised by widowed mothers than for women raised in intact 
families. The corresponding slope of the efiect of childhood family structure on self-
confidence among men was .059. This term was calculated by adding the unstandardized 
coefficient for the family structure variable to the imstandardized coefficient for the 
interaction effect (-.634 + .693). In this case, self-confidence is .059 units higher for men 
raised by widowed mothers than for men raised in intact families. Comparison of these two 
slopes indicates that while there was a significant negative relationship between childhood 
family structure and self-confidence for women, this effect was not significant and in fact 
almost disappeared for men. 
The results fi'om the regression predicting psychological distress are shown in the 
third column of Table 5. Gender (b = -2.113) and education (-.380) both had negative 
effects on the dependent variable, indicating that psychological distress was significantly 
lower among men and respondents with higher levels of education than among women and 
respondents who had completed fewer years of school. The marital and employment status 
of the respondent (b = -4.974 and b = -1.733, respectively) also had significant negative 
effects on the dependent variable. The final control variable that had a negative effect on 
psychological distress in this model was health status of the mother (b = -1.875). 
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Consistent with expectations, childhood family structure was found to have a signiiicant 
positive effect on psychological distress (b = 4.458). Given the codmg of the variable, this 
indicates that respondents raised by widowed mothers reported significantly higlier levels of 
psychological distress than respondents raised in intact families. Also as predicted, mother-
child relationship quality had a significant negative effect on the dependent variable (b = 
-1.053). Because none of the interaction terms were significant, there is no evidence to 
support the moderating hypotheses for the psychological distress model. Sunilarly, no 
support was found for the hypothesis that at least part of the influence of childhood family 
structxire on self-confidence and psychological distress was indirect through its association 
with mother-child relationdiip quality. This is because respondents who were raised by 
widowed mothers did not report significantly lower relationship quaUty than respondents 
raised by both biological parents. 
Widowed Mother Custodv Versus Divorced Mother Custody Childhood Familv Structure 
The final set of regressions in this section exammed whether children raised by 
widowed mothers have more positive or more negative adult outcomes than children raised 
by divorced mothers. This issue was addressed by including a childhood family structure 
variable in each model which was coded 1 if the respondent had been raised by their mother 
following the death of their father and 0 if the respondent had been raised by their mother 
following a parental divorce. The results fi"om regressions predicting contemporary mother-
child relationship quality are ^own in the first column of Table 6. Four background 
variables demonstrated significant effects on the dependent variable in this model. 
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Table 6 
Unstandardized OLS Regression Coefficients Predicting Adult Outcomes, Widowed 
Mother Custody Versus Divorced Mother Custody Childhood Family Structure 
Relationship Quality Self-Confidence Psychological Distress 
Gender .016 (.104)' .231 (.144) -4.062** (1.385) 
Age .003 (.009) -.004 (.013) -.172 (.121) 
Education -.045* (.022) .149** (.030) -.462 (.290) 
Marital Status .219* (.102) .230 (.141) -6.118** (1.361) 
Employment Status .029 (.117) .310 (.163) -2.351 (1.571) 
Race -.291** (.109) .255 (.153) -2.564(1.463) 
Public Assistance -.137 (.121) .009 (.169) 1.262(1.617) 
Step-Parent -.007 (.113) -.099 (.156) 2.085(1.504) 
Age at Disruption .003 (.010) .001 (.014) .137 (.132) 
Mother's Age .003 (.008) .007 (.012) -.001 (.111) 
Mother's Health .311** (.054) -.032 (.076) -1.862* (.745) 
Family Structure .162 (.lie)*" -.409* (.160) 3.764* (1.542) 
Relationship Quality .130* (.052) -1.269* (.507) 
Constant 5.163 8.916 47.170 
R^ .072 .087 .111 
' Numbers in parentheses are standard errors 
'' Significant at the. 10 level, * significant at the .05 level, ** significant at the .01 level 
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Education level (b = -.045) and race (b = -.291) both had significant negative effects on 
relationship quality, while marital status of the respondent (b = .219) and health of the 
mother (b = .311) had significant positive effects. Childhood family structure demonstrated 
only a marginally significant effect on mother-child relationship quality in adulthood (b = 
. 162, p <. 10). Taking the co(fing of this variable mto account, respondents who were 
raised by widowed mothers reported slightly better relationship quality than respondents 
who were raised by their mothers following a divorce. 
The second coluimi of Table 6 presents the results fi-om regressions predicting self-
confidence. Only one of the control variables in this model had a significant influence on 
the dependent variable. Respondents who had completed more years of school had 
significantly higher levels of self-confidence than respondents with lower levels of education 
(b = . 149). While the other background variables did not demonstrate significant 
relationships, the childhood family structure variable did have a significant negative effect 
on self-confidence (b = -.409). Given the codmg of the family structure variable, this 
finding provides support for the hypothesis that respondents who were raised by their 
mother following the death of their father had significantly lower levels of self-confidence 
than respondents who were raised by their mother following a divorce. Mother-child 
relationship quality also has a significant effect on the dependent variable within the context 
of this model. Respondents who reported good relationship quality had significantly higher 
self-confidence than respondents who reported that they had poor relationships with their 
mothers (b = 130). 
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The third column of Table 6 presents the results from the regression predicting 
p^chological distress. Three of the background variables had significant relationships with 
the dependent variable in this model. Gender (b = -4.062) and marital status of the 
respondent (b = -6.118) both had significant negative effects on psychological distress. 
Since these variables were both dicotomously scored, this finding indicates that 
psychological distress was lower among men and married respondents when compared to 
women and unmarried respondents. The other control variable that had a significant efiect 
on the dependent variable was health status of the mother. Respondents who reported that 
their mother was in poor physical health demonstrated significantly higher levels of 
psychological distress than respondents who reported that their mother was in good health 
(b = -1.862). As hypothesized, the childhood family structure variable also had a significant 
effect on the dependent variable in this particular model. Respondents raised by widowed 
mothers reported significantly higher levels of psychological distress in adulthood than 
respondents raised by divorced mothers (b = 3.764). Mother-child relationship quality also 
had a significant impact on psychological distress, but the effect of this particular variable 
was negative (b = -1.269). There was no evidence in this set of models that the relationship 
between childhood family structure and either self-confidence or psychological distress was 
mediated by mother-child relationship quaUty, nor was there any support that the influence 
of childhood family structure was modified by gender or mother-child relationship quality. 
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Summary of Mother-Child Analyses 
The comparisons made in this first set of analyses indicate that when compared to 
respondents raised by both biological parents, respondents raised by divorced mothers 
reported significantly lower levels of contemporary mother-child relationship quality, but 
not significantly lower levels of self-confidence or higher levels of psychological distress. 
Rather than havmg direct efiects on these variables, in this comparison childhood family 
structure had an indirect influence on both self-confidence and psychological distress 
through its association with relationship quality. When conq)aring respondents raised by 
widowed mothers to respondents raised in intact families, contrasting results were foiuid. 
Childhood family structure failed to demonstrate a significant influence on mother-child 
iclatiunslup quality, but had direct effects on self-confidence and psychological distress. 
Respondents who were raised by widowed mothers had significantly lower levels of self-
confidence and higher levels of psychological distress than respondents who were raised in 
intact families. Another finding fi-om this set of models was that the relationship between 
childhood family structure and self-confidence was stronger for women than for men when 
comparing respondents raised by widowed mothers to respondents raised in intact families. 
Tlie differences that emerged when comparing the effects of parental divorce and death 
during childhood to growmg up in an intact family were reherated m the third set of models. 
While respondents who had experienced different types of family disruptions in childhood 
did not differ in terms of reported mother-child relationship quality, those who were raised 
by widowed mothers reported significantly lower levels of self-confidence and higher levels 
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of psychological distress than respondents who were raised by divorced mothers. Taken 
together, the results from this set of models provide strong evidence for the importance of 
distinguishing between different types of family disruptions when examining the influence of 
childhood family structure on adult outcomes. 
Father-Child Analyses 
This section of the results presents a parallel set of analyses that exammed how 
being raised by a divorced or widowed father affects adult outcomes. Three sets of 
regression models are used to address this issue. The first set of analyses compares adults 
raised by divorced fathers to adults raised by both biological parents. The second set of 
analyses compares adults raised by widowed fathers to those raised in intact families. The 
final set of analyses compare adults raised by widowed fathers to those raised by divorced 
fathers. Again ordinary least squares regression was used to test the hypotheses and 
interaction terms are only presented when they were found to be significant. 
The mean values and standard deviations for all of the study variables broken down 
by each family structiu'e in which a respondent lived with his or her biological father during 
childhood are presented in Table 7. Similar to the means and standard deviations for the 
three mother-child subgroups, these values also were obtained as part of a correlational 
analysis v^ch used a listwise deletion of missing values. This procedure reduced the 
sample size for the father-child comparisons to 3,340: 3,225 respondents who were raised 
by both biological parents, 58 respondents who were raised by a divorced father, and 57 
respondents who were raised by a widowed father. The size of this intact family 
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Table 7 
Means and Standard Deviations for Study Variables by Intact, Divorced Father Custody, 
and Widowed Father Custody Childhood Family Structure 
Intact 
n = 3,225 
Divorced Father 
Custody 
n = 58 
Widowed Father 
Custody 
n = 57 
Gender .43 (.50)* .55 (.50) .35 (.48) 
Age 31.90 (8.17) 31.76 (9.19) 33.60 (9.73) 
Education 13.64 (2.76) 12.40 (2.54) 13.39 (2.34) 
Marital Statiis .59 (.49) .38 (.49) .58 (.50) 
Employment Status .78 (.41) .78 (.42) .75 (.43) 
Race .82 (.39) .79 (.41) .67 (.48) 
PubUc Assistance .05 (.21) .09 (.28) .09 (.29) 
Stqj-Parent .41 (.50) .54 (.50) 
Age at Disnqjtion 9.36(5.61) 10.16(5.62) 
Father's Age 61.34 (9.85) 58.79(11.06) 63.21 (10.18) 
Father's Health 3.66 (.89) 3.62 (.91) 3.49(1.00) 
Mother Alive 1.00 (.00) .88 (.33) 
Relationship Quahty 5.81 (1.29)''" 5.09 (2.01 )•' 5.33(1.77) 
Self-Confidence 12.45(1.70) 12.35(1.73) 12.49 (2.26) 
Psychological 
Distress 
14.01 (15.63) 16.62(16.25) 18.83 (20.67) 
' Numbers in parentheses are standard deviations 
Significant difference between intact and divorced father custody 
' Significant difference between intact and widowed father custody 
Significant difference between divorced father custody and widowed father custody 
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comparison group does not correspond to the size of the mother-child intact group because 
different variables are used in each set of analyses. For example, where the mother-chilo 
comparisons control for the age and health status of the mother, the father-child 
comparisons control for the age and health status of the father. Because these variables 
have different amounts of missing data, the resulting saiiq)le sizes are dififerent as well. 
A few significant dififerences were found among the dependent variables in this study 
when mean values were compared across the three types of father-child family structures. 
T-tests indicated that respondents who were raised by both biological parents reported 
significantly higher levels of father-child relationship quality than respondents in the other 
two groups. When comparing respondents vv^io had experienced parental divorce to those 
who had experienced parental death, respondents who were raised by widowed fathers 
reported significantly higher levels of relationship quality than respondents who were raised 
by divorced fathers. Mean dififerences among self-confidence and psychological distress, 
however, were not found to be statistically significant when the three groups were directly 
compared. Bivariate correlations for each of the three father-child comparison groups are 
presented in the Appendix, Tables A4, A5, and A6. 
Divorced Father Custodv Versus Intact Childhood Family Structure 
The first set of regression analyses in this section examined whether children raised 
by divorced fathers experience more negative aduh outcomes than children raised in intact 
famiUes. This issue was addressed by the inclusion of a childhood family structure variable 
which was coded 1 if the respondent had been raised by their father following a divorce and 
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0 if the respondent had been raised by both biological parents. The unstandardized ordinary 
least squares regression coeflScients from analyses in which childhood family structure 
predicted adult outcomes are presented in Table 8. The first column of this table shows the 
results from the regression predicting father-child relationship quality. Several control 
variables were significant predictors of the dependent variable in this model. Education 
level (b = -.042) and race of the respondent (b = -.199) had significant negative effects on 
relationship quality, while marital status (b = . 193) and age and health of the father (b = 
.010 and b = .350, respectively) had significant positive effects. As hypothesized, childhood 
family structiu-e demonstrated a significant negative relationship with father-child 
relationship quality (b = -.802). Taking the scoring of the family structure variable into 
account, this finding indicates that respondents raised by divorced fathers reported 
^gnificantly lower relationship quality than respondents raised in intact families. 
The second column of Table 8 shows the results from the regression predicting self-
confidence. Only three of the control variables m this model were significant predictors of 
the dependent variable. As expected, education (b == . 121) and health status of the father 
(b = .153) had significant positive effects on self-confidence. Race also had a significant 
relationship with the dependent variable, but the direction of this effect was negative (b = 
-.181), In addition to the majority of background variables, childhood family failed to 
demonstrate a significant effect on self-confidence. Contrary to expectations, respondents 
raised by divorced fathers did not have significantly lower levels of self-confidence than 
respondents raised by both biological parents. Father-child relationship quality did. 
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Table 8 
Unstandardized OLS Regresaon CoeflBcients Predicting Adult Outcomes, Divorced Father 
Custody Versus Intact Childhood Family Structxu-e 
Relationship Quality Self'Confidence Psychological Distress 
Gender .078 (.045)' -.105 (.059) -1.952** (.545) 
Age .003 (.004) .001 (.005) -.081 (.050) 
Education -.042** (.008) .121** (.011) -.385** (.101) 
Marital Status .193** (.045) .110 (.059) -4.939** (.546) 
Employment Status .031 (.055) .040 (.072) -1.755** (.663) 
Race -.199** (.057) -.181 *(.076) -.370 (.694) 
Public Assistance -.027 (.104) -.163 (.137) 1.231 (1.248) 
Step-Parent .111 (.294) .073 (.394) -1.207 (3.566) 
Father's Age .010»* (.003) .003 (.005) -.042 (.041) 
Father's Health .350** (.026) .153** (.035) -1.456** (.318) 
Mother Alive -.162 (.425) -.041 (.580) .661 (5.071) 
Family Structure -.802** (.214) .132 (.284) 1.609 (2.559) 
Relationship Quality .118** (.023) -.777** (.207) 
Constant 4.578 9.500 38.848 
R' .069 .062 .064 
' Numbers in parentheses are standard errors 
* Significant at the .05 level, ** significant at the .01 level 
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however, have a significant positive efifect on self-confidence (b = .118). 
The resuhs fi"om the regression predicting psychological distress are presented in the 
third column of Table 8. In regard to the background variables, gender (b = -1.952), 
education (b = -.385), marital and employment status (b = -4.939 and b = -1.755, 
respectively), and health of the father (b = -1.456) all had significant negative effects on 
psychological distress. Although in the predicted direction, childhood family structure did 
not have a significant effect on the dependent variable. This finding indicates that 
p^chological distress did not differ significantly when conq)aring respondents raised by 
divorced fathers with respondents raised in intact families. Father-child relationslUp quality 
did have the predicted effect on the dependent variable in this model. Respondents who 
reported good relationship quality had significantly lower levels of psychological distress 
than respondents who reported poor relationships with their fathers (b = -.777). 
While childhood family structure did not have direct effects on either measure of 
adult well-being, there was evidence to support the hypothesis that the relationship between 
childhood family structiu-e and psychological distress was mediated by father-child 
relationship quaUty. This is because the marginally significant bivariate relationship between 
childhood &mily structure and psychological distress (r = .022, p < . 10) was not significant 
when father-child relationship quaUty was controlled. Under these conditions, relationship 
quality is said to mediate the relationship between childhood family structure and 
psychological distress. There was no evidence in these models, however, that the 
association between childhood family structure and adult well-being was moderated by 
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respondent gender or father-child relationship quality. 
Widowed Father Custody Versus Intact Childhood Family Structure 
The second set of regressions in this section considered whether children raised by 
widowed fathers have more negative adult outcomes than children raised by both biological 
parents. This issue was addressed by including a childhood family structure variable in each 
model which was coded 1 if the respondent had been raised by their father following the 
death of their mother and 0 if the respondent had been raised in an mtact family. The results 
from regressions predicting contemporary father-child relationship quality are shown in the 
first column of Table 9. Several of the control variables demonstrated statistically 
significant relationships with the dependent variable. Education level (b = -.041) and race 
of the respondent (b = -.193) had significant negative effects on relationship quality. 
Father-child relationship quality was higher among married respondents (b = .197) and 
respondents with older fathers (b = .010) who were in good health (b = .356) than among 
unmarried respondents and those whose fathers were younger and in poor health. 
Consistent writh expectations, childhood family structure had a significant negative effect on 
relationship quality (b = -.571). Within the context of the model, this finding demonstrates 
that respondents who lived with their &ther following the death of their mother reported 
significantly poorer relationship quality with him in adulthood than respondents who were 
raised in intact families. 
The second column of Table 9 presents the results fi-om regressions predicting self-
confidence. Examination of the model that was originally estimated indicated that there was 
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Table 9 
Unstandardized OLS Regresaon CoefiBcients Predicting Adult Outcomes, Widowed Fatlier 
Custody Versus Intact Childhood Family Structure 
Relationship Quality Self'Confidence Psychological Distress 
Gender .080 (.045)' -.126 (.060) -1.834** (.546) 
Age .004 (.004) -.003 (.005) -.056 (.049) 
Education -.041** (.008) .118* (.011) -.350** (.101) 
Marital Status .197** (.045) .124** (.060) -4.915** (.547) 
Employment Status .053 (.054) .075 (.072) -2.195** (.664) 
Race -.193*»(.056) -.194** (.076) -.223 (.692) 
Public Assistance .002 (.103) -.141 (.137) .900(1.253) 
Step-Parent .323 (.296) -.544 (.394) -4.801 (5.656) 
Father's Age .010»» (.003) .005 (.004) -.051 (.041) 
Father's Health .356** (.026) .175** (.035) -1.546** (.317) 
Family Structure -.571* (.226) -1.430* (.727) 24.010** (6.688) 
Relationship Quality .279** (.062) -1.859** (.572) 
Family Structure * 
Relationship Quality 
Constant 4.314 
.340** (.125) 
9.885 
-3.104** (1.161) 
36.033 
R^ .068 .064 .066 
' Numbers in parentheses are standard errors 
* Significant at the .05 level, ** significant at the .01 level 
95 
a significaat interaction effect between childhood family structure and father-child 
relationship quality. Baron and Keimy (1986) have argued that when the moderator is a 
continuous variable and the independent variable is a dichotomy, as was the case in this 
model, one way to test the interaction is to dichotomize the moderating variable at the point 
where its effect becomes more pronounced. As a practical matter, the usual procedure is to 
separate the responses to a variable into two categories using the mean value as a dividing 
point. In this model, the mean value of relationship quality was 5.806, so responses lower 
than this value were assigned a score of 0 and responses higher than this value were 
assigned a score of 1. The model was then re-estimated with this dichotomous moderating 
variable. 
As shown in the table, education (b =. 118), marital status (b = .124), and current 
health of the father (b = .175) had significant positive effects on self-confidence. Race, on 
the other hand, had a significant negative influence on the dependent variable (b = -.194). 
Consistent with expectations, childhood family structure also demonstrated a significant 
negative effect on self-confidence. Respondents who were raised by widowed fathers 
reported significantly lower levels of self-confidence than respondents who were raised by 
both biological parents (b = -1.430). Father-child relationship quality was the final variable 
in the model that had a direct effect on the dependent variable. As hypothesized, 
respondents who reported good relationship quality had significantly higher levels of self-
confidence than respondents who reported poor relationship quality (b = .279). 
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A significant interaction term also provided support for the hypothesis that the effect 
of childhood family structure on self-confidence was modified by contemporary father-child 
relationship quality. The constant in this model (9.885) represents the effect of relationship 
quality on self-confidence among respondents who were raised m intact families (those who 
scored 0 on the childhood family structure variable). This intercept term can also be 
mteipreted as the mean score on self-confidence for respondents raised in intact families 
who scored low on relationship quality. The mean score on self-confidence for respondents 
raised m intact families who scored high on relationship quality was 10.164. This term was 
calculated by adding the constant to the unstandardized regression coefiBcient for father-
child relationship quality (9.885 + .279). The unstandardized coefficient of the family 
structiu-e variable (b = -1.430) represents the slope of the effect of childhood family 
structure on self-confidence for respondents who scored low on relationship quality. The 
interpretation of this coefficient indicates that controlling for the other variables in the 
model, self-confidence is 1.430 units lower for respondents raised by widowed fathers who 
scored low on relationship quality than for respondents scoring low on relationship quality 
who were raised by both biological parents. The corresponding slope of the effect of 
childhood family structure on self-confidence among respondents who scored high on 
relationship quality was -1.090. This term was calculated by adding the unstandardized 
coefficient for the family structure variable to the unstandardized coefficient for the 
interaction effect (-1.430 + .340). This slope indicates that self-confidence is 1.090 imits 
lower for re^ondents raised by widowed fathers who scored higli on relationship quality 
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than for respondents scoring high on relationship quality who were raised in intact families. 
Comparison of these two slopes indicates that the negative relationship between childhood 
family structure and self-confidence was stronger for respondents who scored low on 
relationship quality than for respondents who scored high on this variable. 
Results firom the regression predictmg psychological distress are presented in the 
third column of Table 9. Agam the original model that was estimated included a significant 
interaction effect between childhood family structure and father-child relationship quality. 
The same procedures were used to construct a dichotomous moderating variable and the 
model was re-estimated. Consistent with previous findings, gender (b= -1.834), education 
(b = -.350), marital status (b = -4.915), employment (b = -2.195), and the health of the 
father (b = -1.546) all had significant negative effects on psychological distress. The other 
control variables were not significant predictors of the dependent variable. As predicted, 
childhood family structure had a significant positive effect on psychological distress (b = 
24.010). This finding provides support for the hypothesis that respondents raised by 
widowed fathers had significantly higher levels of psychological distress in adulthood than 
respondents raised in intact families. Relationship quality also demonstrated a significant 
relationship with the dependent variable (b = -1.859), but the direction of this effect was 
negative. 
As noted, there was also evidence of a significant interaction effect between 
childhood family structure and father-child relationship quality. The constant in this model 
(36.033) represents the effect of relationship quality on psychological distress among 
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respondents who were raised in intact families. This term can also be interpreted as the 
mean score on psychological distress for respondents raised in intact families who scored 
low on relationship quality. The corresponding mean score on psychological distress for 
respondents raised in intact fences who scored high on relationship quality was 34.174. 
This term was calculated by adding the constant to the unstandardized regression coefficient 
for father-child relationship quality (36.003 - 1.859). The unstandardized coefficient of the 
family structure variable (b = 24.010) represents the slope of the effect of childhood family 
structure on psychological distress for respondents who scored low on relationship quality. 
The interpretation of this coefficient indicates that psychological distress is 24.010 units 
higher for respondents raised by widowed fathers who scored low on relationship quality 
than for respondents scoring low on relationship quality who were raised by both biological 
parents. The corresponding slope of the effect of childhood family structure on 
psychological distress among respondents who scored high on relationship quality was 
20.906. This term was calculated by adding the unstandardized coefficient for the family 
structure variable to the unstandardized coefficient for the interaction effect (24.010 -
3.104). This slope indicates that psychological distress is 20.906 units higher for 
respondents raised by widowed fathers who scored high on relationship quality than for 
respondents scoring high on relationship quality who were raised in intact families. 
Comparison of these two slopes indicates that the positive relationship between childliood 
family structure and psychological distress was stronger for respondents who scored low on 
relationship quality than for respondents who scored high on this variable. 
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Widowed Father Custody Versus EHvorced Father Custody Childhood Family Structure 
The final set of regressions exammed whether being raised by a widowed fatlier has 
more positive or more negative adult outcomes than bemg raised by a divorced father. Tliis 
last issue is addressed by including a childhood family structure variable in each model that 
is coded 1 if the respondent lived with their father foUowmg the death of their mother and 0 
if the re^ondent lived with their fether following a divorce. The results from the regression 
predicting contemporary father-child relationship quality are presented in Table 10. Only 
two of the variables in this model have significant effects on the dependent variable. The 
age and health of the father, as reported by the respondent, both had significant positive 
effects on relationship quahty (b = .056 and b = .858, respectively). The other variables in 
the model, includmg childhood family structure, failed to demonstrate statistically significant 
effects on the dependent variable. Contrary to expectations, this finding indicates that 
respondents who were raised by widowed fathers did not report significantly higher 
relationship quality than respondents who were raised by divorced fathers. 
The second column of Table 10 shows the results from the regression predicting 
self-confidence. Again only two of the variables in the model were significant predictors of 
the dependent variable. In this model, employment status of the respondent (b = .862) and 
current physical health of the father (b = .440) both had significant positive effects on self-
confidence. There was no evidence to support the hypothesis that respondents raised by a 
father following the death of their mother had significantly lower levels of self-confidence 
than respondents raised by a father after a parental divorce. It is also noteworthy that this 
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Table 10 
Unstandardized OLS Regression Coefficients Predicting Adult Outcomes, Widowed Father 
Custody Versus Divorced Father Custody Childhood Family Structure 
Relationship Quality Self^Confidence Psychological Distress 
Gender .635 (.351)* -.020 (.401) 3.089 (3.855) 
Age -.027 (.029) -.033 (.034) -.024 (.313) 
Education -.018 (.070) .054 (.080) .866 (.754) 
Marital Status -.354 (.356) .461 (.406) -8.068* (3.927) 
Employment Status -.065 (.379) .862* (.433) -10.982** (4.131) 
Race .311 (.402) -.068 (.458) .230 (4.350) 
Public Assistance .099 (.576) 1.144 (.646) 5.149(6.513) 
Step-Parent -.248 (.363) -.189 (.420) -4.464 (3.894) 
Age at Disruption .019 (.032) .002 (.037) -.555 (.355) 
Father's Age .056* (.024) .027 (.028) -.207 (.265) 
Father's Health .858** (.176) .440* (.219) -2.035 (2.065) 
Family Structure .444 (.353) .025 (.401) 5.103 (3.853) 
Relationship Quality .178 (.107) -1.683(1.011) 
Constant -.664 7.760 52.004 
R^ .233 .163 .201 
' Numbers in parentheses are standard errors 
* Significant at the .05 level, ** significant at the .01 level 
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was the first regression equation in which father-child relationship quality failed to 
demonstrate a statistically significant effect on a subsequent dependent variable. 
The results fi-om the regression predicting p^chological distress are presented in the 
third column of Table 10. As with the previous models in this particular set of regressions, 
only two background variables had significant effects on the dependent variable. Married 
respondents (b = -8.068) and those who were employed (b = -10.982) had significantly 
lower levels of psychological distress when compared to respondents who were not married 
or employed at the time of data collection. Contrary to expectations, there were no 
significant effects of either childhood family structure or father-child relationsliip quality on 
psychological distress. Respondents who were raised by a widowed father did not have 
significantly higher levels of distress than respondents who were raised by a divorced father. 
This set of models also failed to provide any evidence for the hypothesized mediating and 
moderating effects. 
Summary of Father-Child Analvses 
The comparisons made in this second set of analyses indicated that when compared 
to respondents raised in intact families, respondents raised by divorced fathers reported 
significantly lower levels of contemporary relationship quaUty. There were not significant 
differences between these two groups, however, in terms of self-confidence or 
psychological distress. Rather, the effect of experiencing a divorce during childhood on 
psychological distress was found to be indirect through its influence on father-child 
relationship quality. When respondents raised by widowed fathers were compared to those 
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who grew up in intact families, a more complex pattern of results were found. Similar to 
the previous comparison, respondents raised by widowed fathers reported significantly 
lower relationship quality than respondents raised by both biological parents. However, the 
effect of childhood family structure on self-confidence and psychological distress in this set 
of models was moderated by contemporary father-child relationship quality. The results 
indicated that the negative effect of maternal death on self-confidence was stronger for 
respondents who scored low on relationship quality than for respondents who scored high 
on this variable. A similar moderating effect of father-child relationship quality was found 
for the positive influence of maternal death on psychological distress. Although these 
differences were found between the first two sets of models in this section, it is important to 
note that very few differences emerged when comparisons were made between respondents 
raised by widowed fathers and respondents raised by divorced fathers. In fact, no 
statistically significant differences were found on any of the adult outcome variables when 
these two groups were directly compared. The implication of this set of results taken in 
consideration with the previous set of analyses is that it may be less critical to distinguish 
between types of family disruptions when father-child situations are examined than when 
mother-child situations are addressed. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
DISCUSSION 
This study uses data from the first wave of the National Survey of Families and 
Households to examine the long-term effects of early life family disruption on adult 
outcomes. Controllmg for a variety of backgroimd factors, adults who were raised by either 
divorced mothers or divorced fathers report significantly lower levels of parent-child 
relationship quality than adults who were raised in intact families. This findmg is consistent 
with other studies that demonstrate a persistent negative effect of parental divorce on family 
relationships regardless of post-separation living arrangements (Aquilino, 1994; Cooney & 
Uhlenberg, 1990; Lye et aL, 1995; White, 1994). This study differs fi-om previous research, 
however, by suggesting the process by which divorce may have a negative impact on 
relationships within the family. As divorce has become more common in American society, 
it is possible that children who experience this event are likely to make external attributions 
for the cause of the family disruption. Several studies find that children tend to blame either 
their mother or father for breaking up the family (Wallerstein & Kelly, 1976, 1980). A 
causal attribution which places blame on the parents for a divorce is likely to lead to an 
overt expression of anger and aggression, or an externalizing pattern of behaviors in the 
child. To the extent that this anger is directed toward the custodial parent, affective ties 
between the parent and child are likely to be damaged. The findbgs of the present study 
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suggest that this damage may persist well into adulthood. An alternative explanation of this 
finding is that children who are exposed to conflict events such as divorce, are particularly 
likely to model aggressive or extemaliang behaviors (Cummings & Cummings, Emery, 
1982; Patterson, 1976). Children who observe high levels of conflict and fighting between 
their parents are likely to reproduce these same behaviors m their own intimate 
relationships. Although it cannot be assumed that all divorces are preceded by high levels 
of parental conflict, when the child does observe marital discord, it is likely that this will 
have a negative effect on later mterpersonal outcomes, including parent-child relationship 
quality. 
While the negative effect of divorce on parent-child relationships is important by 
itself this finding is particularly noteworthy when considering the fact that relationship 
quality is a significant predictor of both self-confidence and psychological distress. 
Contrary to expectations, childhood family structure did not demonstrate a significant direct 
effect on either indicator of mdividual well-bemg when comparing adults raised by divorced 
mothers or fatliers to those raised in intact families. Childhood family structure did, 
however, have an indirect influence or mediatmg effect on both self-confidence and 
psychological distress through its association with relationship quality. This finding calls 
attention to the fact that researchers who fail to consider the indirect effects of childhood 
family structure may underestimate the impact of parental divorce on subsequent adult 
outcomes. 
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In contrast to the significant effect of parental divorce on parent-child relationships, 
adults who were raised by widowed mothers do not report lower quaUty relationships than 
adults raised m intact families. This finding provides additional support for the argument 
that conflict events such as divorce, rather than major loss events such as death, are likely to 
lead to extemalizmg behaviors and modeling of aggression which may cause lastmg damage 
to family relationships. Parental death did, however, demonstrate significant negative 
effects on individual well-bemg. When compared to adults raised by both biological 
parents, adults raised by either widowed mothers or widowed fathers report lower levels of 
self-confidence and higher levels of p^chological distress. This finding is consistent with 
other studies that find long-term negative effects of early parental death on adult well-being 
(Birtchnell, 1970; Dizmang, 1969; Lloyd, 1980; Barnes & Prosen, 1985), but tlie present 
study differs fi^om previous research by using a much larger and more diverse sample. 
While most of the literature on bereavement is based on small, chnical samples, use of the 
NSFH in the current study mcreases the extent to which the findings can be generalized to 
the larger population of adults who experienced a parental death during childhood. 
This study also extends pre\'ious work on the long-term consequences of parental 
death by suggesting the mechanism by which certain outcomes are observed. As parental 
death during childhood becomes less common in American society, it is possible that 
younger children who experience this event are likely to make internal attributions for the 
cause of the family disruption. Most studies find that children respond to the death of a 
parent with remorse (Klein, 1940; Stroebe et al., 1994) and symptoms of depression (Gray, 
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1987; Meshot & Leitner, 1993). An attribution which suggests that something about the 
child caused the death to occur is likely to lead to withdrawal and self-doubt, or an 
mteraalizing pattern of behaviors. To the extent that anger and distress over the death is 
expressed mtemally, self-confidence is likely to be damaged and p^chological distress is 
likely to be enhanced. Another interpretation of this finding which is more likely to explain 
the response among older children is that those who experience the death of a parent may 
be likely to model feelings of rejection, worthlessness, or helplessness because adult 
reactions to the death of a spouse are often characterized by sadness, anxiety, and 
depression (Fenison, 1986; Gallagher et al., 1983; Parkes, 1972; Stroebe et al., 1988). 
Children who observe high levels of distress and maladjustment in their parent are likely to 
reproduce these same behaviors in their own coping efforts. The findings fi'om the present 
study suggest that the negative effects of makmg internal attributions for parental death and 
modeling the behavior of a widowed parent may persist into adulthood. 
Another important finding that emerges fi'om the comparison of adults raised by 
widowed mothers to adults raised m intact families is that the relationship between 
childhood family structure and self-confidence is moderated by gender of the individual. 
Specifically, the negative effect of paternal death on self-confidence was stronger for 
women than for men. This finding may be explained by differences in how males and 
females are socialized to make causal attributions for negative events. While it has already 
been argued that parental death is likely to be associated with an internalizing pattern of 
behaviors, this may be especially true for females, Cqerde et al. (1988) suggest that giris are 
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often socialized to attribute responsibility for negative events to internal factors such as 
their own personal qualities and characteristics. As a result, they are likely to turn inward 
and become self-focused in response to stressful situations and events. Boys, on the other 
hand, are usually socialized to attribute responsibility for negative events to situational or 
environmental circumstances (Gjerde et al., 1988). Consequently, they are likely to respond 
to stressful situations with an overt expression of anger or aggression. In regard to the 
finding from the present study, it is possible that paternal death has a stronger effect on self-
confidence for women than for men because females are more likely to make internal 
attributions for this and other types of negative events. A more likely explanation for this 
finding is that children at all levels of cognitive development tend to pattern their behavior 
after same-sex models (Bussey & Bandura, 1984). Therefore, girls may be more prone than 
boys to model the emotional reactions to widowhood that are exhibrted by their mothers. 
Since these responses may mclude feelings of anxiety and dissatisfaction with self (Fenison, 
1986; Parkes, 1972), it is possible that the self-confidence of girls who model the behavior 
of their widowed mothers may remam low well mto adulthood. A final interpretation of this 
finding is that girls may be more likely than boys to define their identities through intimate 
relationships (Chodorow, 1978; Gilligan, 1982). If this is the case, then disruptions in 
parental relationships may have a stronger influence on the self-concept of girls than on the 
self-concept of boys. 
When adults raised by widowed fathers are compared to adults raised in intact 
families, a different type of moderatmg effect is found. In this comparison, the association 
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between childhood family structure and individual well-bemg is moderated by father-child 
relationship quality. Specifically, the negative association between childhood family 
structure and self-confidence and the positive association between childhood family 
structure and psychological distress is stronger for adults who report low relationship 
quality than for adults who score high on this variable. This finding is consistent with other 
studies which demonstrate that the relationship between life events and psychological well-
being is conditional upon or buffered by level of social support (Cobb, 1979; Tlioits, 1982; 
Turner, 1981). These researchers suggest that the effects of stress are stronger under 
conditions of low support than under conditions of high support. This is because social 
support is thought to serve a protective fimction by enhancing the effective coping 
behaviors of the individual. In regard to the present study, it appears that if a family is 
disrupted by the death of a mother, then relationship quality with the widowed father may 
take on enhanced importance in determining how this event affects the well-being of the 
child over time. 
Results from these comparisons imply that parental divorce and parental death 
during childhood have differential effects on adult outcomes, but this conclusion cannot be 
drawn without a direct comparison of individuals who have experienced these events. 
When compared to adults raised by divorced mothers, adults raised by widowed mothers 
report slightly higher levels of mother-child relationship quality. Although this effect is only 
marginally significant, given the length of time between the family disruption and 
contemporary reports of relationship quahty, it is of interest that any effect is observed. 
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There is stronger evidence, however, m regard to the differential effects of childhood family 
disruptions on individual well-being. Aduhs raised by widowed mothers demonstrate 
significantly lower levels of self-confidence and higher levels of psychological distress than 
adults raised by divorced mothers. Taken together, these results provide addhional support 
for the argument that parental divorce is more likely to be associated with externalizing 
behaviors and the modeling of aggression which may cause lastmg damage to family 
relationships, while parental death is more likely to be associated with internalization and 
the modeling of self-focused behaviors which may cause more harm to mdividual well-
being. These findings are particularly important because they suggest that parental absence 
alone is not a sufiBcient explanation for the differences that are found among children who 
grow up in various family structures. Rather, events such as death and divorce appear to 
have specific qualities and characteristics that are associated with different outcomes among 
the individuals who experience them. This suggests that research which does not 
distinguish between specific types of parental absence and continues to group all single-
parent families together will lead to inaccurate and misleading conclusions about the effects 
of family structure. 
It is important to note that the comparisons of adults raised by widowed fathers to 
adults raised by divorced fathers did not result in significant differences when predicting 
relationship quality, self-confidence, or psychological distress. There are several possible 
explanations for why the hypothesized effects were not found. Tlie first possibility is that 
different family disruptions which lead to father custody do not affect children in distinct 
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ways. If this is the case, then the absence of the mother alone may provide a sufficient 
explanation for the outcomes that are observed among children who grow up in single-
parent families headed by a father. A more probable explanation is that dimensions of 
family solidarity or mdividual well-bemg, other than the ones exammed in this study, are 
more important in determming differences between adults raised by either divorced or 
widowed fathers. For example, Cooney and Uhlenberg (1990) find that divorce has 
particularly negative consequences for frequency of contact between fathers and their adult 
children. It will be important to determine in iuture analyses if this finding is specific to 
divorce or if it applies to family disruptions which involve the death of a mother as well. A 
third reason why significant differences between aduhs raised by widowed fathers and 
adults raised by divorced fathers are not found involves the sample which is used for these 
comparisons. It is possible that the sample size of these father-child subgroups are too 
small or homogenous to demonstrate specific dilFerences or detect certam relationships 
imder study. It may be the case that when a larger, more diverse sample of fathers and their 
adult children are exammed the hypothesized differences will emerge. Regardless of the 
explanation, the inability to detect differences between adults who were raised by their 
fathers after a divorce or death in the present study does not suggest that individuals who 
experience these types of events should be grouped together in analyses on the effects of 
childhood family structure. Rather, these findings indicate that there is considerable work 
to be done in discovering the types of differences that may exist. 
I l l  
Limitations of the Study 
Although there are many advantages to secondary analysis of siu^^ey data, including 
the benefits of having access to a nationally representative sample and specific subgroups 
that are large enough to conduct statistical analysis, use of data fi^om the NSFH in the 
present study is also associated with several limitations. As Kiecolt and Nathan (1985) 
note, one limitation of using secondary data is that errors in interviewing, coding, or data 
entry made in the original survey are no longer visible to the researcher. It would be naive 
to assume that mistakes are not made in the collection and development of any data set, but 
this may be particularly true for a survey as large as the NSFH. The real difference between 
primary and secondary data analysis in this regard is that the user of a data set such as the 
NSFH has no way to check for himself or herself on the accuracy of the data. While it may 
be assumed that painstaking measures were to taken to assure the reliability and validity of 
the data set, it is possible that undetected problems with the NSFH could make the 
conclusions fi'om the present study questionable or misleading. 
Another limitation of using secondary data is that fi-equently the researcher must 
accommodate his or her mquiry to the available data, rather than examining the precise 
issues of interest (Kiecolt & Nathan, 1986). As m any survey, the primary investigators of 
the NSFH had to make diflScult decisions regarding the topics to cover and the amount of 
space given to each issue. While every effort was made to produce a well-balanced data set 
that would allow researchers to test a wide range of hypotheses, it is almost inevitable in a 
survey of this nature and magnitude that very few topics are considered in depth. This is 
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problematic to the extent that particular survey items are imprecise measures of the 
concepts that are being examined. For example, in the present study whether or not the 
respondent's family of origin ever received public assistance is used as a measure of 
childhood socioeconomic status. Although this is a relatively weak measure of SES, the 
public assistance variable was used instead of other indicators such as parental education or 
family income level because it had a significantly lower amount of missing data. Another 
example is that a single-item indicator of contemporary parent-child relationship quality may 
not be an adequate measure of afifectional solidarity if this variable is conceptualized as a 
multi-dimensional concept. A more pressing problem is that the present data does not allow 
us to examine the mechanisms that are responsible for the specific effects that are observed. 
This study, for example, establishes the existence of certam differences among adults who 
experienced specific types of childhood family structiu-es. While previous research and 
theoretical arguments are used to suggest several explanations for these differences, this 
study does not uncover the primary mechanisms that diminish relationship quality for adult 
children of divorced parents and individual well-being for adult children of widowed 
parents. An issue for further study will be to examme which characteristics of parental 
divorce and parental death lead to different types of adult outcomes and specifically how 
these events are involved in a process that influences social and personal well-being over 
time. 
A more general limitation of this study involves the cross-sectional nature of the 
data. Collecting information at one pouit m time does not allow the researcher to determine 
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the extent to which childhood family disruptions cause later adult outcomes. Tliis is 
because one wave of data does not provide enough evidence to sort out whether observed 
efiects are a result of the childhood family disruption hself or a consequence of other 
circumstances such as family conflict or problems that existed before the divorce or death 
occurred. For example, Amato, Loomis, and Booth (1995) find that the relationship 
between childhood family structure and adult well-being is moderated by parental marital 
conflict. Based on 12 years of longitudmal data, they find that when family conflict is high, 
children demonstrate better well-bemg as adults if their parents divorce than if their parents 
stayed married. In low-conflict families, however, children have higher levels of well-bemg 
as adults if their parents stayed together than if they divorced. Because other studies also 
suggest that at least some of the negative effects of family disruption are likely to be caused 
by conditions that preceded the separation, research which is based on cross-sectional data 
cannot lead to conclusions that specific events such as parental divorce or death are the only 
cause of outcomes that are observed among the adults who experience them. Therefore, 
the present study provides information on the extent to which adults who are raised within 
the context of certain family structures differ, rather than determining how childliood family 
structure causes these differences to occur. Future studies examining the influence of 
childhood family disruption on adult outcomes should be based on longitudinal data in order 
to assess the causal relationships that may exist between childhood experiences and adult 
outcomes. The present study is also limited by the inability to control for family disruptions 
that occurred after the child was age 19 or when he or she left home for the first time. It is 
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possible that later life parental divorce and parental death have a considerable mfluence on 
both contemporary parent-child relationships and individual well-bemg. Studies which are 
able to control for the effects of family disruptions that occur after children are grown may 
provide a more through understanding of how these events affect the individuals who 
experience them. 
A final lunitation of the present study is the reliance on a single respondent as the 
only source of information. As Lorenz, Conger, Simons, Whitbeck, and Elder (1991) note, 
"Reports from a single source may yield misleading results because of the respondent's 
overarching dispositions, global personality traits, or attributional style" (p. 376). This is 
due to the fact that dispositions, traits, or attributions may influence the judgments that 
respondents make about conceptually distinct ideas or issues. Another problem with single 
respondent reports is that individuals tend to recall events or base assessments in a manner 
that is congruent with their current mood state. For example, Amato (1991) finds that 
adults who are p^chologically distressed report more negative early parental behaviors than 
adults who are not distressed. In regard to the present study, it is possible that adults who 
have low levels of self-confidence or high levels of psychological distress may exhibit overly 
negative reporting on other variables such as parent-child relationship quaUty. Therefore, 
the effects that are observed may be attenuated due to the affective mood of the respondent 
at the time of data collection. As additional waves of the NSFH become available, two 
strategies may be used in fiiture analyses to minimize the potential bias of reliance on a 
single reporter. First, reports on the dependent variable (e.g., depression) fi-om one wave of 
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data could be used to predict the same dependent variable measured in a later wave of data. 
Second, information collected from other sources such as the parent of the respondent 
could be used as mdicators of theoretically important constructs. Both of these approaches 
would control for the potentially biasing effects of contemporaiy mood state. 
Garfinkel and McLanahan (1986) suggest that ideally, knowledge of how children 
fare m different family arrangements should inform social policies to enhance the well-being 
of iutiu'e generations. The findings of the present study have particularly intriguing 
implications in this regard. If divorce has long-term negative effects on family solidarity, 
then it may be important for parents in this situation to concentrate on the relationship they 
have with their child by providing htm or her with warm and affectionate exchanges. 
Intervention programs for children of divorce might be designed to teach both parents and 
children how to develop more effective communication skills. Divorced parents might also 
be encouraged to engage in positive family activities that allow for individual time with each 
particular child. If parental death has more negative long-term effects on the child's well-
being, then it imght be more important for parents in this situation to concentrate on helping 
their child develop effective coping skills. Intervention programs for bereaved children 
might be designed to teach parents how to encourage their children become more aware of 
their feelings and how to develop positive problem solving techniques. Evaluation of these 
different types of mtervention strategies is just one of the ways that fiirther research may 
contribute to a more thorough understandmg of the differential effects of childhood family 
structure based on the findings firom this study. 
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APPENDIX 
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Race .029 .018 .223" .1I5** ,064*» 
IHiblic 
Assistanc 
-.020 -.084" -126" .001 -.029 -.074" 
Step-
Parent 
Mrthcr 
Age 
-.018 .789" ,167" .142" .048*» .060** ..107*» 
Mithcr 
lleahh 
.014 -.226" .138" -.033 .062" .065" .,086*» -.197»» 
Father 
Alive 
Relatiffi 
Quality 
,012 -.044 • -057" .025 -.017 -.124" -.003 -.024 
Self. 
C«ifiden 
-.019 .017 .196" .040' 037* .003 -.052" .048" 
I'sydi 
Oitress 
-.oao* 
-.086" -.110" -.167" -078" -052" .046" ..088»' 
.I82" 
.I2J" 
-.100" -243" 
'* Sipiificait at Uic 01 level. • sipiificmt at tlie .05 level 
Tabic AJ nivariate Conelatims ammg Study Variables fnr Rcspcndaits Raised in Divorced Mother Custody Childhcwd Family Struclure 
Gender Age Marital Educat Employ Race iVblic Step- Mother Mother Father Relation Self- Psjdi 
Status Status Assistanc Parmt Age I!eahh Alive Quality Cccftdai Diilress 
OaiJcr 
Age -.041 
llducat -.009 -.022 
Marital 
Status 
.099* .I08» -.005 
linploy 
Statu.* 
.248«» 
.057 .174" • IIJ' 
Race .113* -016 .160" .259" .I24» 
tMHic 
A-ssistxic 
-.058 -.089 -.no* -.153" -.106* -.253" 
Stq>-
I'aient 
-.001 .033 .128" .I28»» -.057 .176" -.132" 
Mcther 
Age 
.027 .842" .135" .135" .078 .074 -.123» -042 
MrOier 
tieahh 
.012 -.230" -.007»« -.007 .072 .039 -.181" .035 -.2I7*' 
lather 
Alive 
-017 -.507" .047 -.017 -.060 -013* .044 .013 -539** .195** 
Relatim 
Quality 
Ofil .010» -.023 -004 004 -.124" -.056 .030 -030 223** 
Self-
Cinfidai 
.068 .087 .175" .061* I07» -.049" -.026 -.002 .106* • 006 
I'svdi 
Distress 
-ISO" -.064 -080 -.159" • 184" -.147" .096* .031 -.086 -110* 
-.014 .098»* 
-102* -,I8J»» 
•* Sif^iflcsit at the 01 level, * sigiificant at the .05 level 
Table A3 Bivariate CniTelatuiis amitig Sudy Variables for Re!f>cndaits Raised in Widcwed Mother Custody Childhood Family SWictuie 
Colder 
Age 
Kducat 
Marital 
Status 
lunploy 
Status 
Race 
[•ublic 
Assistanc 
Stcp-
Paimt 
M«her 
Age 
Mcther 
Eleahh 
Father 
Alive 
Relatim 
Quality 
Self. 
CoiTiJoi 
I'syJi 
DisticM 
Gmder Age Marital Educat Eroplny Race Public Stqt- Mother Mother Father Relation Self> Psydi 
Status Status Assistanc Parent Age ilealth Alive Quality CoDfldm Distress 
-045 
-041 .003 
.016 .243" .002 
.194" -.035 .242*' -.032 
.036 .283" .337" .102 .065 
,012 -.052 -.I62* -050 -.121 -I99«* 
-.026 .083 -.035 -003 .019 .063 -.049 
024 .822" .046 .185" -.039 .278" .005 -.116 
.077 -.129 .167» -.086 .157» -008 -.211»» .005 -.192" 
-082 .015 
.141 -.043 
- 127 ..142» 
-.I52» .094 
..320" .137 
-ISO* -.261" 
.112 -138 
.233" .106 
-.0632 -.127 
-.021 -040 
•121 -008 
.140 -056 
.028 .151 
-.022 .053 
-.114 -.171* 
.027 
-.053 -.199" 
** SigjiiTicait attlie.Ol level, • significant at the .05 level 
Table A4 Bivariate Coaclaliins amoig Study Variobles fct Re^cndaits Raised in Intact Childhood Family Structure 
Gender Age Marital Educat Employ Race I'ublic Slqi- Father Father Mother 
Status Status Asastmc Parmt Age lleahh Alive 
Relation Self- P^'di 
Quality Ccnfldm Distress 
Ooider 
Age -.003 
Educat .054" .080*« 
Marital 
Status 
-.019 .184" .041» 
Ijuplov' 
Status 
.245" .053" ,158" -.013 
Race .036» .015 .ilT* .121" ,070*» 
IHiblic 
A"Ki4anc 
-Oil -.080»» -.124" -.002 -.030 -.085" 
Stqi-
Par ait 
Father 
Age 
.002 .757" .112" ,127" 028 .008 -.078«» 
FatJicr 
Health 
Oil -.209" .160" -028 ,056*» .049«» -.107" -.230»* 
M(<hct 
Alive 
Rcbtiin 
Quality 
.030 .031" -.049" .071•• .018 -.064** -023 .025 
Self-
Cittndai 
-.018 015 .198*» .043* ,037» .003 -.057" .023 
I'sydi 
Oiilress 
-.077" -.087" -.110" -.169" -083*« -.055" 043* -071" 
.127' .106** 
-.089»» -.244" 
*• Sipiificant at the .01 leNel, * si^iiTicant at the 05 level 
Table A5 Divariaite Corrclaticns omnig Study Variables fiT Rc^cndcsts Raised in Divorccd Father Custody Childhcxxi Family Structure 
Oaider Age Marital Uducat Employ Race IHihlic Step- Father Father Mother Relatim Self- Psydi 
Status Status Assistanc Parent Age Health Alive Quality CcnHdoi Distress 
(lender 
Age .098 
liducol -051 -091 
Marital 
Status 
.276* .423" -010 
Fjnploy 
Status 
.164* .058 .085 .165 
Race .139 -.215 .249 .136" .236* 
l\iHic 
A.viistanc 
-.217 .143 -.073 -.240 -130 .005 
Stcp-
I'oroit 
.194 .118 .438» ,209" .116 .256 -.009 
iatlici 
Age 
.116 .839" -.201 .423" -059 -.165 .146 -.045 
1 athrr 
llcahli 
-301* -.161" .119 -.183 -.134 .068 -007 .120 -192 
MiOier 
Alive 
.092 -.341 .037 -.038 .055 .333* .263* .096 -.282* -038 
Kclatint 
Quality 
.004 -.156 -.089 -.087 • 184 .085 -013 .016 -.026 .3I4» 
Sclf-
Cmfidm 
.100 .230 .088 -012 -013 .028 .081 .117 .157 .040 
I'svih 
I)i^lrc^a 
-.047 -.276* -015 -.350" 121 -.081 255 -076 -234 -015 
.203 
-.088 -.114 -.284* 
'* Sifjiit'irait at the 01 level. * sipiiflcait at the 05 level 
T able A6 Divariate Cdnelat'rns am<ng Study Variables for Resfcndaili Raised in Widowed Cuslody Childhood Family Struduie 
Gmdcr Age Marital 
Status 
Educal Employ 
Slatiu 
Race Public 
AssisUmc 
Stq)-
Parcnt 
Father 
Age 
Father 
Health 
Mother 
Alive 
Relatioi 
Quality 
Self-
Canfldai 
Psydi 
Diiress 
Gender 
Age .160 
nducat -.039 .063 
Marital 
Status 
.031 .347»* -.134 
Employ 
Status 
.249* -.049 .218 .009 
Race .130 .075 .134 .075 -058 
Public 
Assidanc 
.032 .077 .002 -.238 .033 -.307» 
Stcji-
Parait 
.009 .IS4 .183 .075 .132 .399«* -.214 
Father 
Age 
.047 .719»» .286* .194 -.012 .277» .024 .225 
Father 
Health 
-031 -.140 -021 .064 -.087 . .200 -.091 .169 -.177 
M(<heT 
Alive 
Relatico 
Quality 
.196 ,047 .171 .041 .155 .284* -.024 .094 .133 .501»• 
Seir-
C<tiflda] 
-010 -179 .075 .060 .252 .055 .18! -098 -005 .349" .352** 
I'svdi 
Distress 
017 .079 .122 -.189 -.381 •• -.186 .048 -151 -.050 -.298* -.392** -452** 
** SigiiTieait mihe .01 level, • sipiifieant at the .05 level 
